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THE STATE OF BIBLE ENGAGEMENT AMONG REGULAR ATTENDERS OF
SELECTED ENGLISH LANGUAGE CONGREGATIONS IN COLOMBO, SRI
LANKA, AND FACTORS THAT ENCOURAGE OR INHIBIT SUCH BIBLE
ENGAGEMENT
by
E Mayukha Perera
Though the Church in Sri Lanka has seen some numerical growth, there is not a
corresponding growth in biblical maturity among a large proportion of believers. A major
reason is Biblical illiteracy within the Church across Sri Lanka. Many Christians are not
engaging with the Scriptures, either by not reading it regularly, or even if they read
regularly, they are not reading with a desire to let the text inform and shape their thinking
and lives. Among those who have a desire to read, many lack the skill to properly
understand the Word of God. The actions, or lack of actions, of the local and national
Church may be responsible for this state of illiteracy. Since the Church does not
sufficiently or effectively foster Bible engagement, the Church may, in fact, inadvertently
be discouraging it.
The purpose of this project was to explore the state of Bible engagement among
regular attenders of English language congregations in selected churches in Colombo, Sri
Lanka and to identify factors that either encourage or inhibit such Bible engagement.
The study utilized a survey conducted among attenders of 8 selected churches,
and interviews with pastors and leaders from those same churches. The survey results
revealed the reading habits of the respondents, and their perception of whether their

church fosters Bible engagement among them, as well as the reasons why people do not
read the Bible. The interviews focused on the leaders’ perception of the Bible reading
habits among those within their church, their intentionality and actions in relation to
fostering Bible engagement among those they lead, as well as reasons why people do not
read the Bible.
The results revealed that most leaders didn’t have an accurate estimation of the
Bible reading levels within their church. It also revealed that even when the church was
intentional about fostering Bible engagement, those they lead did not recognize that such
help was being offered. The area that had the greatest agreement between the responses
from the leaders and the churchgoers was in relation to the reasons people do not read the
Bible. The research findings point to some very practical steps towards eradicating
Biblical illiteracy.
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CHAPTER 1
Overview of the Chapter
This chapter begins with a description of the circumstances, observations and
concerns that motivated this research project. This is followed by an explanation of the
purpose, the rationale for, and the scope of the study. The chapter ends with a discussion
of the research methodology adopted to accomplish the objectives of the project.
Personal Introduction
In over 30 years of ministry, I have served in contexts that have put me in direct
contact with believers and leaders from various churches across the country and afforded
me the opportunity to observe, among other things, their thinking about, understanding
of, and desire or ability for reading, understanding and applying the Scriptures to their
lives and ministries.
As the Director of Back to the Bible / Sri Lanka, I have had the opportunity to
engage in conversation with many national level leaders from a wide range of
denominations. Over the last few years, as the main speaker at the more than twenty Key
Leaders’ Conferences conducted by Back to the Bible at the district level, I have
interacted with key leaders from over 1000 churches across the country. As a visiting
preacher to various churches, a speaker at youth and young adult leadership events, a
visiting lecturer at seminary, and through social media and other means, I have had
opportunity to have many conversations with Christ followers of various backgrounds.
As one committed to biblical discipleship, I have observed the trends in migration
of believers from church to church and have tried to understand the underlying reasons
for these movements. These observations have resulted my concern about the patterns
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and trends of behavior among Christians and within the church in Sri Lanka. I have
encountered many professing Christians who do not seem to know what the Bible says
about matters of relevance to their lives. They do not seem to know how to find out, nor
even think that it is necessary to do so.
Other Christians seem satisfied to unreservedly accept what the preacher says—
whether he demonstrates the validity of his point from the Bible or not—without thinking
it advisable or necessary to test such teaching against the Bible. The assumption seems to
be that the preacher will know better and that one need not, or even should not, question
what he has said.
Then there are those Christians who are quick to dismiss what a preacher says, if
he or she seems to contradict statements or sayings that they have heard and taken to be
‘undeniable truth’ (whether it be a quote from some ‘popular’ preacher, a social media
post that resonated with them, conventional wisdom, or a favored Bible verse). They
seem convinced of the validity of their belief. Yet, they are unwilling to allow their
beliefs to be scrutinized against the wider teaching of the Bible.
Another trend I have observed is of people looking out for “good teaching” and
often doing so outside the confines of their own local church. While the desire for good
teaching is commendable, the danger I have observed is that often the criteria for
determining if the teaching is good seems to be based more on the presentation style and
popularity of the preacher than the biblical faithfulness of the content. Many hearers are
not able to discern between what is biblical and what is not biblical, and therefore, they
are prone to believe anything they hear!
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Almost as if to meet the increased demand for ‘good teaching,” the number of
preachers stepping up to the microphone is increasing. However, many of them, possibly
in their desire to attract and retain audiences, focus on attractive and inspiring messages,
often without burdening themselves with the hard work of biblical exegesis. Others are
more Scripture focused, but they often are guilty of pseudo-expositions, making obscure
connections and drawing conclusions that are not warranted by the passage. Listeners
who are not used to expository preaching are awed, often impressed, by the way the
preacher interprets things in a new way that no other preacher they have known before
has done. Because they have not learned to discern for themselves what the passage says,
they are misled.
I believe that the underlying cause of these trends is the epidemic of biblical
illiteracy. I have observed that many people are not reading the Bible. Many of those who
do, seem to read without proper understanding. Many of those who do read and
understand appear to do so more for the purpose of gathering information than for
generating transformation. They read without a desire or commitment to apply what they
learn to shape their thinking, lives, and ministries.
I think that this is because we—the church, both national and local—through our
practices and priorities have been responsible for not only neglecting to encourage and
promote Bible engagement but in fact have been guilty of discouraging and inhibiting it.
Statement of the Problem
Though the Church in Sri Lanka has seen some numerical growth, there is not a
corresponding growth in biblical maturity among a large proportion of believers. A major
factor is the problem of Biblical illiteracy within the church across Sri Lanka. Many
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Christians are not engaging with the Scriptures, either by not reading it regularly, or if
they read regularly, they are not reading with a desire to let the text inform and shape
their thinking and lives. In the instance they have such a desire, many seem to lack the
skill to properly understand the Word of God. The actions, or lack of actions, of the local
and national church may be responsible for this state of illiteracy, since the church does
not sufficiently or effectively foster Bible engagement. The church may, in fact,
inadvertently discourage it.
Purpose of the Project
The purpose of this project was to explore the state of Bible engagement among
regular attenders of English language congregations in selected churches in Colombo, Sri
Lanka and to identify factors that either encourage or inhibit such Bible engagement.
Research Questions
Three research questions guided the project, with each of the three research
questions addressing different aspects of the issue of Bible engagement.
Research Question #1
How and to what extent do regular church attenders engage the Bible?
Research Question #2
How do churches foster Bible engagement?
Research Question #3
What are other factors that encourage or discourage / inhibit Bible engagement
among regular church attenders?
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Rationale for the Project
The goal of the great commission—the mission of the Church—is not merely to
take the gospel to the ends of the earth, or to baptize people from every nation, tribe and
language and incorporate them into the body of Christ, nor to transfer Scripture
information to these believers, but to make disciples who have been taught “to obey
everything I have commanded you.” The lives of the disciples are thereby transformed by
the Scriptures (cf. Matt. 28.18–20).
The way for a servant of God to be thoroughly equipped for a life of faithful
discipleship is by being taught, rebuked, corrected, and trained in righteousness through
engaging with the totality of God-inspired Scripture (cf. 2 Tim. 3.16–17).
Disciples who are mature and not susceptible to being “tossed about by every
wind of teaching and by the cunning and craftiness of people in their deceitful scheming”
are developed as “the apostles, the prophets, the evangelists, the pastors and teachers”
that Christ has appointed, serve faithfully “to equip his people for works of service, so
that the body of Christ may be built up” (cf. Eph. 4.11–14). Such workers are urged to
“do your best to present yourself to God as one approved, a worker who does not need to
be ashamed and who correctly handles the word of truth” (2 Tim. 2.15). The apostle Paul
went on to urge Timothy—and thereby those who would bear similar responsibility for
the nurture of disciple—to “preach the word; be prepared in season and out of season;
correct, rebuke and encourage—with great patience and careful instruction.” (2 Tim. 4.2)
Then he warned that “the time will come when people will not put up with sound
doctrine. Instead, to suit their own desires, they will gather around them a great number
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of teachers to say what their itching ears want to hear. They will turn their ears away
from the truth and turn aside to myths” (2 Tim. 4.3–4).
The life and growth and power of the early Church, which today’s Church longs
to emulate, had at its core a commitment to the diligent study, the faithful preaching, and
the conscientious application of the Scriptures. The purpose of this study was to know
about Jesus, how to respond to his gospel, and to grow as disciples of Jesus. This growth
coincided with transformation in their thinking and living into conformity with the
commands of Jesus. The early church diligently studied, preached, and taught from what
we today call the Old Testament. They came to understand the good news of Jesus in
light of their diligent engagement with Scripture. The basis for the teaching on the
Emmaus road (Luke 24.27), the preaching of the apostles (Acts 2.16) and Stephen (Acts
7), and the witness of Phillip to the Ethiopian (Acts 8.35) was the Old Testament
Scriptures. The measure against which preaching was tested before being believed was
the Old Testament Scriptures (Acts 17.11).
As the believers continued to meet, their gatherings were centered around and
attention was devoted also to the apostles’ teaching (Acts 2.42). The early church
produced a written record of Jesus and the church (in the Gospels and the book of Acts),
wrote letters to the churches, and received the book of Revelation as a word of
encouragement to the living faithful. This witness of God’s saving work was recognized
first by the apostles and later by the Church Fathers in council as being equal to
Scripture. This New Testament, together with the Old Testament, became one of the main
ways in which God spoke to and formed his people over the centuries.
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Psalm 1 affirms that “blessed is the man … whose delight is in the law of the
Lord, and who meditates on his law day and night” because such a person is “like a tree
planted by streams of water, which yields its fruit in season and whose leaf does not
wither - whatever they do prospers.”
While all this is so, the church in Sri Lanka has many members who are not
grounded in the word, seem easily tossed about with every wind of teaching, and are led
away from sound teaching to myths and unbiblical teaching. Local churches are “losing”
people to the latest preacher and the newest teaching, and they seem helpless to stem the
tide.
Believers are not encouraged, nor have they been equipped, to test teaching
against the Scriptures. Hence, they are susceptible to believe falsehood. Contributory to
this is that many preachers do not clearly explain the Scriptures in a manner that will help
strengthen the biblical foundation of the faith of their hearers.
Many who have stepped forward to be workers do not seem to have been trained,
nor seem committed, to “rightly handle the word of truth” (2 Tim. 2.15). Therefore, many
believers do not have the opportunity to be instructed in the whole counsel of the
Scriptures. These reasons are why believers are not taught, rebuked, corrected or trained
in righteousness using all Scripture. As a result, they are not thoroughly equipped for
biblical discipleship.
Unless the church addresses this problem, the church will fail to develop
biblically literate and biblically shaped disciples. This is a failure to fulfil the church’s
part of the great commission. Further, the church will be neither salt nor light in the
context of a non-Christian nation. The church will be biblically illiterate, whose
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members’ thinking, beliefs, and behavior are not grounded in the word, and who are
thereby woefully unprepared for biblical discipleship. These believers will be vulnerable
to false teaching and unbiblical practices. They will be easily misled, and churches will
continue to lose people to the latest preacher and will be helpless to stem the tide.
Definition of Key Terms
Bible Engagement:
For the purpose of this study, Bible engagement, does not mean merely the
regular reading of the Bible. Instead, Bible engagement is “the regular reading of the
Bible, with a desire to understand in order to allow it to inform / influence thinking that
results in a transformative impact on the life of the reader.
Delimitations
The scope of this study was restricted for the sake of the manageability of
research. I excluded the Sinhala speaking and Tamil speaking congregations in my
survey. I also excluded churches outside the city of Colombo. I excluded English
speaking churches with larger congregations within the city and restricted my focus to
congregations with 500 or less regular attendees. I selected 8 congregations located
within the city of Colombo from different denominations with Sunday attendance ranging
from between 20 to 500. Within these congregations, I restricted my research to those
who (1) are over the age of 18, who (2) attend church ‘regularly’ (that is two or more
times a month), and (3) have attended church regularly for more than six months. In
addition to conducting the survey among the congregants of these churches, I interviewed
two senior leaders (the pastor and a long-standing lay leader or an associate pastor) from
each congregation.
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Review of Relevant Literature
The literature for this project drew on biblical, relevant historical and theological
resources as well as recent research reports. The review of biblical material surveys the
Old and New Testaments about the topic of Bible engagement and the positives and
negatives of engaging or neglecting engagement with the Bible. This section also
considers the role and responsibility of spiritual overseers towards providing
opportunities and encouragement for Bible engagement.
The review of relevant historical and theological resources focuses on how the
Bible and Bible engagement was viewed over the various periods of history—starting
from the first century right up to this present century—and within the various sections of
the Church.
Also included in this section are three extensive research projects that looked
extensively into this area of Bible engagement. These research projects were carried out
outside of Sri Lanka. However, their methodology and findings are pertinent to the
present study.
Research Methodology
This project uses a mixed method approach, using surveys to gather quantitative
data and the interviews to gather qualitative data.
The researcher prepared surveys that were printed out and distributed among adult
attendees of the selected congregations at the end of their Sunday service. The researcher
them to complete and return the surveys within a 14-day period. The researcher
interviewed fifteen individuals. There were two leaders from seven of the churches
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surveyed, and one from the eighth church. These leaders included the pastors of the
respective churches, and a long-standing lay leader or an associate pastor.
Type of Research
This project is a descriptive study that collected information without changing the
environment. The researcher performed this collection with a view to provide in-depth
data and insights into the area of study. This is a mixed method study which used two
instruments for data collection: surveys and one on one interviews.
Participants
This study had two categories of participants. The first category was regular
attendees of the selected congregations who were 18 years and older. Their answers to
the questionnaire revealed their thoughts, intentions, and practices in relation to Bible
reading, as well as their perceptions about what the church (as an institution) does that
encourages or inhibits Bible engagement.
The second category of participants was senior leaders from within the selected
congregations. Their interviews focused not on their understanding of what the church
thinks and what it does, whether intentionally or unintentionally, in relation to Bible
engagement, and whether that contributes to encourage or inhibit Bible engagement.
Instrumentation
This project used two types of instruments, namely surveys (available in printed
form) and one on one interviews. The survey was prepared for and used among the first
category of participants, the regular attenders of the selected congregations. The one on
one interviews were designed for and used with the senior leaders of the congregations.
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Data Collection
The researcher collected data within an 8-week period, from December 2018 to
February 2019. The researcher visited the selected congregations and presented the 6page survey, which included 30 questions and could be completed within 10 minutes.
Helpers from within the individual churches handed out copies of the paper
surveys to those in attendance at the service on the selected day, and they were requested
to complete the survey and return it immediately. Those who wished to do so were
permitted to take the survey home with the understanding that they would complete and
return it within the next 14 days. The respondents could mail the responses to the
researcher in a self-addressed envelope that was made available to them, or they could
return the completed survey to a designated person within their congregation.
Within that same period, the researcher conducted one on one, taped interviews
with the Pastor and a long-standing lay leader or, in some instances, with an associate
pastor from within each of the selected congregations.
Data Analysis
The researcher utilized two methods for gathering data, surveys and one on one
interviews, and through these instruments acquired quantitative and qualitative data.
The quantitative data was tabulated in a Microsoft Excel file and filtered
appropriately to determine the results and draw conclusions relating to Bible engagement
patterns etc.
The qualitative data gathered through both the survey and the one on one
interviews which were recorded and from which common themes and emphases were
observed. This data was read and analyzed using the three methods suggested by
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Moschella: (1) a literal reading which highlighted particular words, phrases and language,
(2) an interpretative reading through which “implied and inferred meanings” are
identified, and (3) a reflexive reading “that brings to bear [your] personal feelings and
understandings of the data.” (Sensing)
Generalizability
The findings of this project give the church an informed understanding of the state
of Bible engagement among those who attend church regularly. The findings also
indicate how the role of the church is perceived by these people concerning whether it
has encouraged or stifled Bible engagement. Although the study was carried out among
English speaking city dwellers, the results of the research provide a good indication of
the state of Bible engagement in the church across the country and among all language
groups.
One of the strengths of this survey is that the research spans various
denominations. This inclusion of multiple denominations eliminates the possible bias in
the results if the project was restricted to just one denomination. The tools that were used
to research this selected sample from within the church could be used in any context
within the country, and thus, they would be of value to any church or denomination that
wished to conduct such a study of Bible engagement within their own context.
Project Overview
The rest of the project unfolds in the following manner: Chapter Two presents the
biblical foundation and theological foundation for Bible engagement, and the findings of
relevant recent research studies. Chapter Three describes the research methodology
adopted for this project. Chapter Four presents the quantitative and qualitative data
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gathered through the survey and one on one interviews in relation to the three research
questions. This chapter will also present major findings arrived at based on the data
gathered. Chapter Five presents the interpretation of the findings of the project in relation
to the literature and biblical foundation. It also includes ministry implications and
recommendations for further study.
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CHAPTER 2
LITERATURE REVIEW FOR THE PROJECT
Overview of the Chapter
The problem addressed in this project is the inadequacy of Bible engagement
among individuals within the English-speaking churches in Colombo Sri Lanka. This
problem includes the factors within the institutional church that either contribute toward
this problem or seek to change it.
In the review of literature, this chapter includes an analysis of what the Bible says
about itself and about Bible engagement—what it is, and the requisite attitude for, the
required frequency of, the positive outcomes from and the dangers of neglecting it. This
chapter also analyzes the role and responsibility of spiritual overseers towards providing
opportunities and encouragement for Bible engagement.
This chapter also looks at how the Bible was viewed through various periods in
the history of the church and how the Bible was engaged during those times. This
includes attention to traditional views about the Bible as well as challenges to those
traditional views. It also considers how these views impact the way the Bible was
engaged.
Further, this chapter includes interaction with other authors about how the Bible is
viewed and engaged in present times and the impact that these beliefs and practices have
on individual disciples and on the church as an institution. Further, it examines and
interacts with reports that have resulted from extensive research conducted across many
churches and countries into the practice and impact of Bible engagement in the church
today.
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Biblical Foundations
Throughout Scripture, the Bible speaks of the importance of hearing, reflecting
on, and responding to the word of God. Various biblical writers while writing at different
times and to diverse audiences, adopting varied genres, and using different languages
have been of one mind about the need, nature, benefits of, as well as the dangers of
neglecting, engagement with the Scriptures. The Scriptures also prescribe the attitude
with which people are to relate to the word. It also contains instructions about the
responsibility that elders bear to appropriately pass the word on to others.
What the Bible Says About Itself.
Paul’s statement in his letter to Timothy may be the most comprehensive
statement made by the Bible, about itself. Paul writes, “All Scripture is God-breathed and
is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness, so that the
servant of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work” (2 Tim. 3.16–17).
It is All God’s Word
In stating that “all scripture is God-breathed,” the Bible self-identifies as being of
divine origin and, therefore, the very word of God. This is the truth not in relation to
some portions of the Bible, but it is true of all of Scripture. Although at the time Paul
wrote 2 Timothy, what was recognized as Scripture were the writings today known as the
Old Testament, it is apparent that Paul and the other apostles considered their own
writings now contained in what we know as the New Testament as Scripture. When Paul
commended the Thessalonians for the way they accepted the teaching they received,
pointing out that “when [they] received the word of God, which [they] heard from [him],
[they] accepted it not as a human word, but as it actually is, the word of God” (1 Thess.
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2.13), he was speaking about the word he had preached. But if he believed that about
what he spoke, it is reasonable to assume that he had the same view about his writing.
Peter clearly shared this view. In 2 Pet. 3.15–16, Peter refers to Paul’s writing as
Scripture. Earlier in that same letter, Peter clarifies that although there were human
agents involved in the writing of the Scriptures, it does not make the writing less divine,
or only partially God’s word. He argues, “for prophecy never had its origin in the human
will, but prophets, though human, spoke from God as they were carried along by the Holy
Spirit” (2 Pet. 1.21). Therefore, the Bible’s claim of divine authorship extends to the
whole Bible, Old Testament and New Testament alike.
It is Useful and Enough
In addition to being God’s own words, the Bible is useful and enough. In the 2
Tim. 3.16–17 Paul claims that all Scripture “is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting
and training in righteousness, so that the servant of God may be thoroughly equipped for
every good work.” It is a useful tool to teach, rebuke, correct, and train the servant of
God so that he or she may be prepared and thoroughly equipped for living as a servant of
God. Scripture is enough. It does not need to be supplemented to accomplish the task of
equipping believers to live a godly life. Peter writes that “His divine power has given us
everything we need for a godly life through our knowledge of him who called us by his
own glory and goodness” (2 Pet. 1.3).
While it is enough for living the godly life, it is also enough for bringing people to
salvation, as attested by the that claim, “the Holy Scriptures… are able to make [us] wise
for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus” (2 Tim. 3.15). In other words, the Word of
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God is able to lead people towards faith in Jesus, which results in salvation. The Word of
God is able to guide believers into wise living.
It is to be Obeyed
The Bible is not just to be read and studied; it must also be obeyed. The Psalmist
knew this when he said “you have laid down precepts that are to be fully obeyed (Ps.
119:4). Moses was clear about this in Deuteronomy, as he passed on God’s
commandments to the people of Israel, declaring that “[he] taught [them] decrees and
laws as the LORD [his] God commanded [him], so that [they] may follow them” (Deut.
4.5). Again, in the advice given to the future king, he instructed that “[a copy of the law]
is to be with him, and he is to read it all the days of his life so that he may … follow
carefully all the words of this law and these decrees” (Deut. 17.19). Moses made clear
that the word of God was not merely to be kept with oneself, and read regularly, but that
it must be followed. In the New Testament, James 1.22 states that believers are not to
“merely listen to the word,” but also to “do what it says.”
Bible Engagement
James, the brother of Jesus, who was the early leader of the Jerusalem church,
wrote to encourage and instruct Jewish Christians. They were scattered because of the
persecution referred to in Acts 11.19 and were living outside of Palestine. James makes a
“plea for working faith, for a belief that is so deep and vital that it has to spill over into
all our lives, … he encourages his readers, … to live out their faith, to abandon any
spiritual double-mindedness, to press on to full Christian maturity” (Elwell Vol3, 1150–
53). In so doing, James 1.22 is forthright in stating that Bible engagement is not merely
listening to the word but that it also includes doing what it says. James exhorts the would-
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be listener not to deceive oneself that she has done something of value by merely
listening. He states that the one who will reap the benefit of engaging with the word—and
“be blessed in what they do”—is the one who “looks intently into the perfect law that
gives freedom, and continues in it—not forgetting what they have heard, but doing it”
(Jas. 1.25). Hearing and doing are interconnected.
Similarly, the apostle Paul wrote to the Romans, “For it is not those who hear the
law who are righteous in God’s sight, but it is those who obey the law who will be
declared righteous” (Rom. 2.13). Paul also emphasized that hearing is not enough unless
coupled with obedience.
Luke in his description of the early church in Acts 2.42, says that “they devoted
themselves to the apostles’ teaching.” R. Kent Hughes urges the reader to “note carefully
that this verse literally says, ‘they were continually devoting themselves to the apostles’
teaching’” (46). Such was their passion for the word that it became something they
engaged with continually. But their devotion to the word did not end with merely
listening and studying and gaining of knowledge, it resulted in action and in lives
transformed in keeping with the word. Luke records that “all who believed were together
and had all things in common. And they were selling their possessions and belongings
and distributing the proceeds to all, as any had need.” (Acts 2.44–45). The believers were
unified, and they cared for each other through sacrificial sharing and generosity.
Fernando notes that monetary and material goods were included in their actions when he
writes that, “The important point is that fellowship touched the pocket book too” ( Acts
122). This use of possessions in radical community reflects Jesus’s own teaching. Bock
argues that “Jesus’s teaching on not hoarding material provisions from God may also
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well provide background (Luke 12.13–21)” for the early Christian community of Acts
(153). There was not only generosity in sharing possessions, but there was fellowship in
sharing lives and meals. They met together daily, attending temple together and sharing
meals in each other’s homes. Their lives were so different that those who observed them
were in awe, and as a result, they were attracted to the gospel and were saved. The
engagement of the early church with the authoritative teaching of the first followers of
Jesus (the apostles) led them to engage in explicit activities that revealed their changed
lives.
Jesus was also very straight forward. Addressing the crowds who had come to
hear him, he stressed in Matthew 7 that what is important is not what they call him (v.
21), or that they heard him, but that the point of decision and division is over the doing of
what he teaches. (Nolland 310). Jesus stressed that it was not enough to hear his words,
but that they needed to be put into practice. Those who hear but do not put them into
practice, he said, were being foolish (cf. Matt. 7.24–27; Luke 6.47–49). On this practical
positive response of doing what they hear, argues R. T. France, “depends the ability of
the disciple to survive the floods and winds, which probably symbolize both the pressures
of life in this world and, particularly in connection with vv. 21 23, the ultimate test of
God’s judgement” (149). Again, Jesus said, in Luke 8.15, that the word that bears fruit is
that which is heard, retained, and persevered in. He was contrasting this outcome with the
lack of fruit from the word that was heard but not retained.
In the great commission, Jesus charged his disciples to “… go and make disciples
of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy
Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you…” (Matt. 28.19–
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20). Integral to making disciples was “teaching them to obey everything I have
commanded.” His intention for the next generation of new disciples was not that they will
be merely taught everything that he had commanded but that they will be taught to obey
it. Disciples are not just to be handed the teaching; they are to be helped to make it their
way of life (Hagner 888).
This is not a new idea that was introduced by Jesus in the New Testament. In the
Old Testament, Moses stressed the law was for obeying by repeating it over and over as
he taught God’s law to the people. In the book of Deuteronomy, which self identifies as
being a compilation of “the words Moses spoke to all Israel in the wilderness east of the
Jordan” (Deut. 1.1), are four speeches that Moses made. In these speeches, Moses
addresses the people of Israel before they moved into the promised land with the
objective of “instructing the people in the way they are to live” on the other side” (Miller
10–11). Moses begins his second speech saying, “Now, Israel, hear the decrees and laws I
am about to teach you. Follow them so that you may live and may go in and take
possession of the land the LORD, the God of your ancestors, is giving you” (Deut. 4.1).
He was inviting them to hear, learn, follow, and take possession of what God has
promised. Moses reiterates this point a few verses later, saying “see, I have taught you
decrees and laws as the LORD my God commanded me, so that you may follow them…”
(Deut. 4.5a). Again, Moses makes clear that his purpose, and that of the Lord God who
commanded him to pass on this teaching, was not merely the transfer of information, but
that they will follow it. He urges the people to “Observe them carefully” and assures
them, “for this will show your wisdom and understanding to the nations…” (Deut. 4.6).
Doing what the Lord commands sets you apart from the rest.
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Moses was persistent in making clear that the law was not just for hearing and
knowing but also for doing. When he introduced the Ten Commandments, Moses said to
them, “Hear, O Israel, the statutes and the rules that I speak in your hearing today, and
you shall learn them and be careful to do them” (Deut. 5.1). He repeats the idea in
Chapter 6 but also includes the outcome they could expect as a result of observing the
law. “These are the commands, decrees and laws the LORD your God directed me to teach
you to observe in the land that you are crossing the Jordan to possess” (Deut. 6.1). He
goes on to state two outcomes they can expect as a result of observing the law, namely
“

so that you, your children and their children after them may fear the LORD your God as

long as you live by keeping all his decrees and commands that I give you, and so that you
may enjoy long life” (Deut. 6.2). Observing the law would ensure that they, and their
children and grandchildren, would remain in right relationship with God and that they
will enjoy long life. Moses continues, “Hear, Israel, and be careful to obey so that it may
go well with you and that you may increase greatly in a land flowing with milk and
honey, just as the LORD, the God of your ancestors, promised you.” (Deut. 6.3)
Obedience is the means to appropriating the promises God has made and the secret to
flourishing in life. The law was given not just to be passed on or received as information
but to be taught so it can be followed.
The law, while applicable generally to everyone, also includes specific
instructions for particular people and for certain circumstances. Moses foresaw that the
Israelites may ask for a king, and he gave them instructions for how the King was to
operate. Moses writes “When he takes the throne of his kingdom, he is to write for
himself on a scroll a copy of this law. . . . It is to be with him, and he is to read it all the
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days of his life so that he may learn to revere the LORD his God and follow carefully all
the words of this law and these decrees” (Deut. 17.18–19). Even the King not only should
read the law every day but he must “follow carefully all the words of this law”.
After Moses died, the LORD spoke to Joshua and reminded him of the mission
ahead. The LORD assured him that the promises made to Moses were valid for him as
well, and that God would be with him as he had been with Moses. In commissioning
Joshua, the LORD exhorted him to “Be strong and very courageous.” He advised Joshua to
“Be careful to obey all the law my servant Moses gave you; do not turn from it to the
right or to the left, that you may be successful wherever you go.” (Josh. 1.7). Next, the
Lord commands Joshua to “Keep the Book of the Law always on your lips; meditate on it
day and night, so that you may be careful to obey everything written in it. Then you will
be prosperous and successful” (Josh. 1.8). Creach notes that this reflects the “ideal the
king is expected to meet, according to Deuteronomy 17:19” (23). Of course, as Butler
notes, “this does not make Joshua a royal figure. Rather the standard for all leaders of
Israel is set by these terms” (218). These verses emphasize God’s will that is that all have
regular engagement with the Bible. This engagement involves not only mere reading but
also meditating on and careful obedience of the word.
Throughout the Scriptures, God’s word is not meant only to be received, and
studied, or accumulated or meditated upon. It must also be followed. Bible knowledge is
useless without obedience (Fernando, Deuteronomy 122).
Frequency of Bible Engagement
The word is not meant to be something looked up or referred to when needed, but
rather the word should always on the minds, in the hearts and on the lips of believers.
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During the times when the Bible was produced, there was no easy access to written
resources. Not everyone had ready access to the Scriptures in print. The texts were
composed and handed down in essentially oral cultures, and people, therefore, listened,
memorized, and recited the Scriptures as a means of remembering or passing it on.
However, even in an age like today when the Scriptures can be accessed in so many ways
and in so many forms, the teaching is equally relevant. Modern Christians are not merely
to carry the printed Bible, or the Bible app, around with them. Scripture must be read,
listened to, absorbed, memorized, talked about, and applied daily.
When Moses, in Deuteronomy 6:4–5, gave the Shema or the great commandment,
which was “the touchstone for Israel’s faith and life, the plumb line by which their
relationship to the Lord of history was constantly being measured” he emphasized the
importance of frequent engagement(Miller 97). In the following verses Moses says
“These commandments that I give you today are to be on your hearts. Impress them on
your children. Talk about them when you sit at home and when you walk along the road,
when you lie down and when you get up. Tie them as symbols on your hands and bind
them on your foreheads. Write them on the doorframes of your houses and on your gates”
(Deut. 6.6–9). These verses urge the hearers to absorb and memorize the word and also to
pass it on to their children. They are to talk about it in every situation they are in whether
at home or away, whether resting or at work. Their lives were to revolve around it; they
were to think and talk about it at “all conceivable times and paces” (Christensen,
Deuteronomy 1 143). Not only are they to think and talk about them, they are asked to
take measures that will remind them to do so, even by way of physical reminders of the
word.
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In Deuteronomy 17, the king was instructed to have a copy of the “law” with him
at all times and to read it every day (cf. Deut. 17.19). God told Joshua to “keep this Book
of the Law always on your lips; meditate on it day and night (Josh. 1.8a). Psalm 1 holds
up as an example the man “whose delight is in the law of the LORD and who meditates on
it day and night” (Ps. 1.2). These texts point to the importance given to ensuring regular
engagement with the Scriptures.
The New Testament does not speak much about frequency of engagement.
However, by implication, if Christians are to be those whose minds are to be renewed
(Rom. 12.2), who let the word dwell in them richly (Col. 3.16), who correctly handle the
word of truth (2 Tim. 2.15), and those who are prepared to preach the word in season and
out of season (2 Tim. 4.2), they need constant and regular contact with the word.
Outcomes of Bible Engagement
The quality of life is different between those who engage the word regularly and
those who do not. This is evident in what both the Old Testament and the New Testament
say.
Positives from Engaging
The Psalmist says of the decrees of the Lord, that “in keeping them there is great
reward.” (Ps. 19.11). This reward is attained not by accident but by diligent engagement
with the Bible. In his commentary on the book of Deuteronomy, Duane Christensen says
“All of us, particularly those who are leaders, need to study the Scriptures with care to
examine ourselves, to watch our hearts, to avoid temptation, and to pray for faith and
grace, by which we are enabled to observe all the commandments of God” (Deuteronomy
1 389).
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When Moses urged the Israelites to hear and follow the decrees he was giving
them, he said that in so doing they “may live and may go in and take possession of the
land the LORD, the God of [their] ancestors, is giving [them]” into which they were about
to enter (Deut. 4.1). The people could truly possess the land of promise only by following
the decrees and laws of the God who was gifting the land to them. Moses also told them
to “observe [the decrees and law that the Lord commanded] carefully” so that it will
“show [their] wisdom and understanding to the nations, who will hear about all these
decrees and say, ‘Surely this great nation is a wise and understanding people.’” (Deut.
4.6). Believers’ lives will be richer within and the church’s reputation will be greater
among those outside the church when believers shape our lives according to the laws of
God.
When giving instructions on how the king was to engage the laws of God (cf.
Deut. 17.18ff), Moses spelled out the outcome that could to be expected. As he reads the
law every day of his life, Moses says that the king will “learn to revere the LORD his God
and follow carefully all the words of this law and these decrees and not consider himself
better than his fellow Israelites and turn from the law to the right or to the left. Then he
and his descendants will reign a long time over his kingdom in Israel” (Deut. 17.19–20).
The success of the king and the continuation of his reign will depend on how well he
responds—not just knows—God’s decrees and laws. The king will learn to have the right
attitude of reverence towards the Lord and the right attitude of humility towards the
people he governs. The king who reads the word will be different from other kings who
considered themselves above the people and equal to the gods. The Israelites, though they
may have a “king” just like other nations do, will still have the Lord their God as their
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sovereign. The king being subject to the law along with his subjects, “not turn[ing] from
the law to the right or to the left],” is in sharp contrast to the way of the nations around
them. Engaging the word daily will ensure that the leader will be unlike the rulers of the
Gentiles but of the type that Jesus spoke of in the gospels (cf. Mark. 10.42–45, Matt.
20.25–28).
God told Joshua that engaging the word, through “daily meditation on the Book,
and a strict observance of its gracious provisions for a life of covenant fellowship with
the Lord, will mean a happy achievement of life’s goal and prosperity” (Woudstra 63). In
Joshua 1.7–8, God gives Joshua his instruction for success in the mission that has been
entrusted to him. He was tasked with leading the people of Israel into the promised land.
If he is to succeed, he needs to meditate on the word day and night. Beyond the act of
meditation, he must carefully put into practice what it says. Again, the servant of God
who engages with the word and shapes their life accordingly will have success in the
mission God has entrusted to them.
Psalm 1 asserts that the person who meditates on the law, day and night, and
delights in knowing and doing it, has reason to be happy. They will be nourished and will
flourish. They will be fruitful at the right time in this life. Jeremiah 17:8 completes that
picture, showing that because the tree has its root by the stream, it will stay green and
flourish even in the face of opposition and challenges. It will bear fruit even during the
most difficult circumstances of life.
Psalm 19 declares that engaging with the word refreshes the soul, gives wisdom to
the simple, gives joy to the heart, gives light to the eyes, and gives warning and protects
from sin (Ps. 19.7–8, 11).
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Psalm 119 affirms that the way to be blameless before the Lord is to walk
according to the law of the Lord (Ps. 119:1). A young man can stay on the path of purity
by living according to the word (Ps. 119.9). By hiding the word in their heart, one avoids
sin. (Ps. 119.11). These verses depict that engaging with the word by way of reading,
memorizing, and obeying results in lives that are pure and pleasing to God.
In the gospels, Jesus contrasted those who hear his words and put them into
practice and those who hear but do not do them. The one who hears the word and puts it
into practice is one whose life is built on a firm foundation, and therefore he or she will
be able to withstand and overcome the storms and challenges that will come (Matt. 7.24–
25; Luke. 6.47). The firm foundation is the teaching of Jesus. In his commentary on
Luke, Noland says “a great deal of self-confident authority is implicit in these words of
Jesus. As Schurmann has it ‘Jesus knows himself to be the one who decisively reveals the
will of God’” (qtd. in Nolland 310). The one who engages with the word and
intentionally builds their life accordingly, or as Jesus described it “who dug down deep
and laid the foundation on rock” (Luke. 6.48), will be able to withstand not only the
challenges that come in this life but also scrutiny at the final judgement.
The rest of the New Testament contains no explicit references to the link between
personal Bible engagement and resultant outcomes. However, it contains a strong
argument for the transformation that takes place in Christ-followers because of knowing,
incorporating, and yielding to the word. Acts 2 suggests that the community that was
devoted to the word was distinct from those around them in their behavior and
interactions which resulted in those around them being drawn to them in awe, and in
adopting their faith and joining them. Their lives were transformed as their devotion to
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the word was fleshed out in action. They exhibited generosity and hospitality. They
enjoyed intimacy with God, and with each other.
Paul, writing to the believers in Rome, urged them to make a proper response to
the grace of God by which they received the free-gift of righteousness through faith. Paul
comments on how they could know God’s good pleasing and perfect will was by the
renewing of their minds (Rom. 12.1–3). Through this knowledge they will be
transformed. The implication is that the mind is renewed through receiving and
internalizing the word.
Writing to the believers in Ephesus, Paul teaches that the body of Christ is to be
built up “in the knowledge of the Son of God and become mature” (Eph. 4.13) so that—
among other things—they “will no longer be infants, tossed back and forth by the waves,
and blown here and there by every wind of teaching and by the cunning and craftiness of
people in their deceitful scheming” (Eph. 4.14). The implication is that they will know
the truth and grow in maturity by being taught and accepting the word.
Paul urged the believers in Colossae that whatever they do “in word or deed, do
everything in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through him”
(Col. 3.17). He seems to suggest that a precondition of this is that they “let the word of
Christ dwell in (them) richly” (Col. 3.16). As Markus Barth and Helmut Blanke write,
“the dwelling of his word among the addressees is to be life-determining in all areas of
human existence, especially in one’s actions towards one’s neighbor” (426). Paul
believes that life transformation must result from engaging with the Bible. In the previous
verses, Paul spoke about “putting to death” ways of thinking, feeling and acting that are
in line with the old earthly nature and “clothing” oneself with attitudes and virtues in line
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with being God’s chosen people. This transformation happens as the word of God takes
root in their lives and bears fruit.
In writing to Timothy, Paul gives the clearest exposition of the positive outcomes
of engaging with the word of God. He affirms first, that the Holy Scriptures are what is
“able to make you wise for salvation through faith in Jesus Christ” (2 Tim. 3.15).
Secondly, he states that “the servant of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good
work.” (2 Tim. 3.17) only through engagement with “all scripture” (2 Tim. 3.16).
Scripture is the means of bringing people to salvation and the means of producing
properly equipped, mature, transformed disciples. Transformation takes place, not simply
by having access to the word but by allowing the word to be applied to one’s life. All
Scripture, Paul says, “is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in
righteousness” (2 Tim. 3.16). When one engages the word, allows it to teach, to rebuke,
to correct, and appropriates the “training in righteousness” that it offers, it results in a
Christ follower who is “well-adjusted and healthy, full grown and sound” and “in
working order and completely furnished” for discipleship (Quinn and Wacker 751).
Negatives from Neglecting to Engage
Just as much as engaging with the word bears positive results, the neglect of it, or
rebellion against it, has negative results.
In his first speech in Deuteronomy, Moses urged the people of Israel to follow the
decrees he was teaching them. He described the benefits of so doing. He also reminded
them of the destruction of those who followed the Baal Peor instead of holding fast to the
Lord. Moreover, he was implying the same fate would come for those who ignored,
added to, or subtracted from the decrees of the Lord (cf. Deut. 4:2–3).
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Moses is more direct towards the end of his second address to the people of Israel.
In Deuteronomy 28:15–68, he details what they could expect if they “do not carefully
follow the words of the law.” Amidst all the negative outcomes, he also says “…the
LORD will give you an anxious mind, eyes weary with longing, and a despairing heart.
You will live in constant suspense, filled with dread both night and day, never sure of
your life” (Deut. 28. 65–66). By ignoring the word of God, the Israelites would forfeit his
promises and would be brought to grief, anxiety, and loss.
The Psalmist is clear in Psalm 1 that the end of those who are not among those
who delight in the law of the Lord is not pleasant. He writes, “They are like chaff that the
wind blows away. Therefore, the wicked will not stand in the judgement, nor sinners in
the assembly of the righteous” (Ps. 1.4–5). Those who neglect the law are depicted as
“lightweights, persons without real substance or worth” and those who “hold no weight
or influence in the important areas of human society” (Craigie and Tate 61). “The way of
the wicked leads to destruction,” the Psalmist concludes (Ps. 1.6b). In this instance, the
destruction the psalmist talks of is not the ultimate destruction at judgement but the
futility of their lives. As Poole states, “all their wicked designs and courses shall come to
nothing” (Vol. 2, 2).
Jeremiah describes a similar reality for those whose heart turns away from the
Lord, “That person will be like a bush in the wastelands; they will not see prosperity
when it comes. They will dwell in the parched places of the desert, in a salt land where no
one lives” (Jer. 17.6). In Psalm 119.118, the Psalmist affirms that those who stray from
the decrees are rejected. Their delusions come to nothing. All these writers are of one
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mind that the neglect of the word and not applying it to one’s life results in futility, loss,
anxiety, and emptiness.
Jesus was unambiguous when he said that those who hear his words and do not
put them into practice were being foolish. He pictures their lives crashing in the face of
the challenges and storms of life. (cf. Matt. 7.26–27). The gospel account shows that
Jesus was not only talking about success or futility in this life but also about the final
judgement. This suggests that if anyone ignores the word and does not build his or her
life in accordance with the word of God, then he or she will fail in life and will fail the
final test.
James said that if one merely hears and does not do the word, they are deceiving
themselves. There will be no transformation in their lives; even the listening to the word
will result in futility (cf. Jas. 1.22–25). Mere hearing or reading is not enough to generate
a positive outcome. If one does not do what they have read or heard, they forfeit the
blessing.
Those who neglect engaging with the word, not allowing the word to shape their
thinking and guide their steps, will not be built up. They will remain immature as
“infants, tossed back and forth by the waves, and blown here and there by every wind of
teaching” (cf. Eph. 4.12–14). These people “will not put up with sound doctrine. Instead,
to suit their own desires, they will gather around them a great number of teachers to say
what their itching ears want to hear. They will turn their ears away from the truth and turn
aside to myths” (cf. 2 Tim. 4.2–4)
According to Scripture, the quality of life, the character, the attitudes, the
behavior, the sense of accomplishment, and indeed even the ability to face the judgement
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will be different between those who actively engage the word of God and those who
ignore or reject it. Those who engage the word, will be able to know what God’s good,
pleasing, and perfect will is (cf. Rom. 12.3). They will be able to do it, and they will reap
the satisfaction of bearing good fruit and have joy in accomplishment. But those who do
not engage the word, including those who hear or read the word and yet choose to not do
it, will forfeit the peace of being on a firm foundation. They “will be like a bush in the
wastelands,” not bearing fruit but experiencing a sense of futility.

Role and Responsibility of Elders / Overseers
While individuals, and the community, should take responsibility to know and do
the word of God, it there is also a responsibility placed on the elders or overseers to teach
and encourage those under their care to engage the Bible.
In Deuteronomy 4:5, Moses declared that he had discharged this duty of teaching
the laws to the Israelites so that they could follow it in the land they were to enter. He
said, “the LORD directed me at that time to teach you the decrees and laws you are to
follow in the land that you are crossing the Jordan to possess” (Deut. 4.14). There is a
God-given responsibility to encourage and equip others to engage the word.
In Deuteronomy 6:7, Moses urged adults to “Impress them [the commandments]
on your children.” This was not to happen occasionally. Moses continued, “Talk about
them when you sit at home and when you walk along the road, when you lie down and
when you get up.” Teaching the Law to their children was not a responsibility that adults
(i.e. parents and guardians) were to be able to pass on to others. This is not something
that is to be done only on occasion and in a classroom. It is to be a priority. It needs to be
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a regular practice. Everywhere—at home and on the street, in season and out of season—
parents should instruct, to guide, to nurture the children in the knowledge of the word of
God.
Later, in Deuteronomy 31, Moses commanded the Levites and the elders to ensure
that “when all Israel comes to appear before the LORD your God at the place he will
choose, you shall read this law before them in their hearing.” (Deut. 31.11). Moses
continues, “Assemble the people . . . so they can listen and learn to fear the LORD your
God and follow carefully all the words of this law” (Deut. 31.12). Commentators point
out that “the verse makes no distinction between the need of men and women to learn the
teaching” (Christensen Deuteronomy 21 766), Indeed, Moses makes it clear that everyone
must be included, irrespective of age, gender, or race. All must be taught to respond
appropriately to the word, not merely to hear but to do it as well. He emphasizes the
importance of the next generation, saying that “their children, who do not know this law,
must hear it and learn to fear the LORD your God as long as you live in the land you are
crossing the Jordan to possess” (Deut. 31.13). This teach was not only the responsibility
of Moses, but it was also, and even more so, the responsibility of all the Levites and the
elders to ensure that all people among them had an opportunity to hear and learn the word
so they could respond appropriately. This teaching was to be done by bringing everyone
together. The Levites and the elders were to be proactive and intentional in bringing
people together, so they can be taught, to hear and do the word of God.
Central to the Great Commission is teaching new disciples to obey everything
Jesus had commanded. The disciple-makers were entrusted with this responsibility, and
their task would be complete only when this duty has been discharged. Throughout the
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book of Acts, the apostles took this responsibility seriously. Acts 2.42 talks about the
believers being devoted to the apostles teaching. In Acts 5, despite opposition and
persecution, “Day after day, in the temple courts and from house to house, they [the
apostles] never stopped teaching” (Acts 5.42). In Antioch, where “a great number of
people believed and turned to the Lord” (Acts 11.21), “for a whole year Barnabas and
Saul met with the church and taught great numbers of people” (Acts 11.25). Similarly,
after many believed and were baptized, “Paul stayed in Corinth for a year and a half,
teaching them the word of God” (Acts 18.11).
When Paul could not be with people physically, he taught them through his
letters. In these, he instructed them on what to believe and how to live. The teacher is to
have the attitude displayed by Paul who said, “I have become its [the church’s] servant by
the commission God gave me to present to you the word of God in its fullness” (Col.
1.25). Because of this commission Paul continues writing, “I strenuously contend with all
the energy Christ so powerfully works in me” (Col. 1.29) “so that we may present
everyone fully mature in Christ” (Col. 1.28). All the hard work involved with teaching
was not merely to transfer information. The goal was to transform the lives of the
believers, so that “just as [they] received Christ Jesus as Lord, [they would] continue to
live [their] lives in him, rooted and built up in him, strengthened in the faith … and
overflowing with thankfulness” (Col. 2.6). The task of the elder or teacher is to ensure the
believers know God’s word and that they live it out in their contexts and circumstances.
Paul, when instructing Timothy on how to discharge his duties as the leading
elder of the church in Ephesus, urged him to devote himself to the public reading of
Scripture, to preaching it and to teaching it (cf. 1Tim. 4.13). The elder must provide the
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believers with exposure to the Scriptures in various ways. Being urged to devote himself
to the task clearly conveys to Timothy that it is not something that is optional or of
secondary importance but that it is something that demands attention and effort. In his
second letter to Timothy, Paul charged him to “Preach the word; be prepared in season
and out of season; correct, rebuke and encourage—with great patience and careful
instruction” (2 Tim. 4.2). This charge is to be kept not only when it is convenient but also
when it is not convenient. The pastor, and Christian, is to prepare with diligence and
perseverance. The elder must be prepared for every opportunity to preach the word.
Those who take on the responsibility of being overseers and teachers must, Paul
declares, “do [their] best to present [themselves] to God as one approved, a worker who
does not need to be ashamed and who correctly handles the word of truth” (2 Tim. 2.15).
They must not be those of whom it could be said, “They want to be teachers of the law,
but they do not know what they are talking about or what they so confidently affirm” (1
Tim. 1.7). Teaching is a responsibility that the elder or overseer must take seriously.
James reminds us of the seriousness of the responsibility in his epistle, saying “not many
of you should become teachers, my fellow believers, because you know that we who
teach will be judged more strictly” (Jas. 3.1). Those who do teach must correctly handle
the word of truth.
William Mounce proposes that the general thrust of what Paul meant by the
phrase ‘to handle correctly’ is that “in contrast to the opponents, perhaps with regard to
both their beliefs and their behavior, Timothy is to deal correctly with the gospel
message, perhaps both its teaching and the manner of life to which it calls” (524). They
are to teach the truth both by word and through their transformed lives. Being such a
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person, their attitude should be of one who works hard to earn the approval of God.
Paul’s charge to “do you best” is explained this way by Walter Liefeld, “the idea is doing
something with diligence, and perhaps with haste and urgency. It communicates the idea
of Zeal” (257). A teacher should not be haphazard, careless, lazy, or irresponsible about
the task that has been entrusted to him or her. Every teacher needs to do it with diligence
as one whose work will contribute towards the Bible engagement, maturity and
discipleship of other believers but also as who will be held accountable by God.
Theological Foundations
Throughout the ages, the Christian church has held to the belief that the Bible is
the word of God. Geisler confirms this view saying, “[support for the Bible’s claim about
itself as the divinely inspired and infallible and inerrant word of God] is true of the
earliest Fathers after the time of Christ, as well as down through the centuries following
them up to modern times” (Systematic Theology 282).
Early in the second century, the collection of these writings that we know as the
New Testament was being afforded the same “reverence and given a similar status to the
original Israelite scriptures” (Wright 4). Geisler agrees with this assessment in his
assertion that:
by about A.D. 150 the early church, both East and West, accepted the
New Testament claim for divine inspiration. The fathers looked upon
those books with the same high regard as the New Testament writers did
the Old Testament scriptures, namely, as the inspired, authoritative, and
absolutely true Word of God. (Systematic Theology 284)
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In the following two centuries leading up to the middle ages, Fathers like Justin
Martyr (d. 65), Irenaeus (c. 110–180), Clement of Alexandria (c. 150–215), Origen (c.
185–c. 254), Athanasius of Alexandria (c.295–373) and others echoed the same views.
Geisler tell us that Justin Martyr spoke of the Gospels as the ‘Voice of God”.
(Geisler, Systematic Theology 284). In his first Apology Justin Martyr says, “you must not
suppose that they are spoken by the inspired person themselves, but by the divine Word
who moves them.” (chap. 36; Justin and Barnard 48). While acknowledging the agency
of human authors, he was nevertheless clear that these words belonged to and originated
from God.
Irenaeus was strong in his conviction that the New Testament was inspired
Scripture. In his treatise Against Heresies, he asserted “For the Lord of all gave the power
of the gospel to his apostles, through whom we have come to know the truth, that is, the
teaching of the Son of God. . . . This gospel they first preached. Afterwards, by the will of
God, they handed it to us in the Scriptures, to be ‘the pillar and ground’ of our faith”
(Irenaeus 3.1.1). Though speaking specifically about the gospel accounts written by the
apostles, or close associates of the apostles, he is certain that these writing were
empowered by God. Therefore, these writings are accepted as part of the Scriptures. He
also stated his view on the purpose of the Scriptures, that they are the foundation upon
which our faith is built and the pillars by which it is strengthened. Irenaeus not only
affirmed that the gospels were from God, but he also asserted that they were without
error. He declared that he was “most properly assured that the scriptures are indeed
perfect, since they are spoken by the Word of God and His spirit” (Irenaeus 2.28.2). He
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believed that because the Scriptures were inspired by God, they were, like God himself,
without error.
Clement of Alexandria wrote, “For God is the cause of all good things; but of
some primarily, as of the Old and the New Testament” (qtd. in Geisler, Decide for
Yourself 31). By this statement he was attributing to God recognition that he was the
source of all good things, implying that some of it was by his direct action and some
indirectly. However, he makes it clear that in relation to the Scriptures, both the Old
Testament and the New Testament, God was directly responsible.
Origen emphasized that both the Old Testament and the New Testament were
equally the Word of God. He said, “This spirit inspired each one of the saints, whether
prophets or apostles; and there was not one Spirit in the men of the old dispensation, and
another who were inspired at the advent of Christ” (qtd. in Schaff vol. 4 240). He further
reiterated his position that the Holy Spirit was responsible for the Scriptures in his De
Principiis, saying “and therefore we shall endeavor, so far as our moderate capacity will
permit, to point out to those who believe the holy Scriptures to be no human composition,
but to be written by inspiration of the Holy Spirit” (4.1.9). Origen’s view could be
summarized in this way, that though written by human agents, the author of the Bible is
the Holy Spirit.
Athanasius of Alexandria, in his Festal Epistle put out in the spring of A.D. 367,
published a list of the books included in the New Testament, which he referred to as ‘the
fountain of salvation” (qtd. in Westcott 448). According to Geisler, “Athanasius was the
first to use the term ‘Canon’ in reference to the New Testament books” (Systematic
Theology 287). He meant by the term canon, in his own words, “those books which are
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known by us to be divine” (Wordsworth Vol 2. 219–21). Athanasius recognized the New
Testament as inspired Scripture. Geisler’s comments that “Athanasius cites the Scriptures
repeatedly as having final say in resolving all doctrinal issues” (Systematic Theology
287). Athanasius also viewed Scripture as authoritative in relation to matters of doctrine.
He earned the title “Father of Orthodoxy” when, at Nicaea in 325, he successfully
defeated the heresy of Arianism which sought to deny the deity of Christ.
The medieval church, during the period spanning the ten centuries from the fifth
to the fifteenth century, also held to the view of Scripture as the divinely inspired Word
of God. Louise Gaussen writes that “it has been found impossible to produce, in the long
course of the eight first centuries of Christianity, a single doctor who has disowned the
plenary inspiration of the scriptures, unless it be in the bosom of the most violent
heresies” (139–40). Plenary inspiration is the idea that because Scripture is inspired by
God, although it was humans who wrote the Bible down using their style and language,
God ensured that everything written was as he intended. Therefore, every word in the
Bible is God’s word, and everything the Bible affirms is true. Ambrose of Milan (340–
397), Jerome (c. 340–420), Augustine of Hippo (354–430) and Gregory The Great (540–
604), were the leading voices in the early middle ages that Gaussen is referring to.
Similar convictions about the nature of the Scriptures were held by Anselm of Canterbury
(1033–1109) and Thomas Aquinas (c.1225–1274) who were the leading scholars of the
later years of the middle ages. Every one of them embraced the view that the Scriptures—
Old and New Testaments alike—were divinely inspired.
Ambrose of Milan was born into a political family and was appointed governor
before he was 30. Upon the death of the Bishop of Milan Ambrose found himself chosen
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by popular consent to become the new bishop, and he was forced to accept the office. He
took up office in the midst of the theological battle between orthodox Christians and the
Arians. He was firmly orthodox in his beliefs, writing much in defense of orthodoxy and
opposing Arianism. He held to the orthodox view of Scripture as being the inspired word
of God. Geisler cites the fact that “In his Letters Ambrose cites Matthew 22:21 by using
the familiar introductory statement for a divinely inspired writing (‘it is written,’ 20.19)
as he proceeds to quote loosely John 6:15 and 2 Corinthians 12:10” as evidence to
support the assertion that Ambrose held to the orthodox view of the Scripture(qtd. in
Systematic Theology 289). During his tenure as Bishop, he had opportunity to mentor
Augustine of Hippo who came to listen to Ambrose preach before he had surrendered
himself to God.
Jerome too, in his letters, referred to the divine inspiration of the Scriptures. In
A.D. 394, writing to Nepotian, he said “Read the divine scriptures constantly; never,
indeed, let the sacred volume out of your hand” (52.7). Beyond the inspiration of
scriptures, Jerome values engagement with the scriptures. In thoughts that are reflective
of Moses’ advice to the Israelite King in Deuteronomy 17, Jerome advised Emperor
Nepotian to keep the scriptures with him at all times and to read them constantly.
Similarly, he wrote to Paulinus, Bishop of Nola, urging him towards Bible engagement,
with the plea: “I beg you, my dear brother, to live among these books, to meditate upon
them, to know nothing else, to seek nothings else” (53.10).
Augustine of Hippo clearly affirmed all Scripture as being inspired by God,
authoritative, and without error. For example, in writing his Harmony of the Gospels
Augustine says “hence, one cannot but receive what he reads in the gospels, though
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written by the disciples, as though it were written by the very hand of God.” (1.35.54 qtd.
in Schaff, vol. 6, 101). In his Homily on Jeremiah he even more clearly sets forth his
view on the inspiration of all the scriptures. He says, “there is nothing, whether in the
Law or in the Prophets, in the Evangelists, or in the Apostles which does not descend
from the fullness of the Divine Majesty” (qtd. in Geisler, Decide for Yourself 35). Not
only does Augustine say the Scriptures are from God or inspired by God, he also affirms
the unique authority that the Scriptures possess. He writes in Against Faustes (11.5), “in
innumerable books that have been written latterly we may find the same truths as in
Scripture, but there is not the same authority. Scripture has a sacredness peculiar to
itself.” (Geisler, Decide for Yourself 35). He went further, claiming also that the
Scriptures were not only inspired and authoritative, but also without error. In a letter to
Jerome he wrote, “I have learned to yield this respect and honor only to the canonical
books of Scripture: of these alone do I most firmly believe that the authors were
completely free of error.” Because of his certainty about the inerrancy of the Scriptures,
he continues “if in these writings I am perplexed by anything which appears to me
opposed to truth, I do not hesitate to suppose that either the manuscript is faulty, or the
translator has not caught the meaning of what was said, or I myself have failed to
understand it” (82.1.3).
Pope Gregory, also known as Gregory the Great, viewed Scripture in line with the
rest of the theologians. In his Commentary on Job he referred to Hebrews 12:6 as
“scripture,” indicating his view that the New Testament was inspired Scripture, just as the
Old Testament was (CJ, 9:189).
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Anselm, the Archbishop of Canterbury from 1093 until his death in 1109, held a
similar view as seen in his comments in in chapter 22 of his book Cur Deus Homo? in
which he wrote “and the God-man himself originates the New Testament and approves
the Old. And, as we must acknowledge him to be true, so no one can dissent from
anything contained in these books” (Anselm 287–88). He viewed Scripture as inspired
and attested by God. For Anselm, Scripture was authoritative and left no permission to
dissent. He reiterated his view on the authority of Scripture while also affirming his belief
in the truthfulness of the Scriptures. In his treatise Truth, Freedom and Evil, he wrote,
“What is said in Scripture… I believe without doubting of course” (185).
In his Summa Theologica, Thomas Aquinas’ laid out his view of the Scriptures,
which harmonized with the orthodox view of the inspiration of Scripture. He cites the
apostle Paul’s declaration in his letter to Timothy, “All Scripture is God-breathed” (2
Tim. 3.16a) and referred to the Bible as “divinely inspired Scripture” (1.1.1). He was
convinced “that God is the author of Scripture should be acknowledged.” (1.1.10). He
also held that “we are bound to believe all the contents of the sacred scripture” (1.6.1).
Aquinas clearly believe that not only was Scripture the Word of God, it was invested with
divine authority. In his Commentary on the Book of Job, he affirmed his belief that the
Scriptures were inerrant, stating “it is heretical to say that any falsehood whatever is
contained either in the Gospels or in any canonical scripture” (13, Lect. 1). He was
unequivocal in his view “I believe that none of their authors have erred in composing
them” (Summa Theologica 1.1.8). In Aquinas’ view, Scripture was inspired by God. It
was authoritative, and it was without error.
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Throughout the period of the reformers, there continued to be similar conviction
about the Scriptures. Martin Luther (1483–1536) and John Calvin (1509–1564) were
equally convinced that Scripture was from God and thus the Word of God. Therefore, it
was inerrant and authoritative.
Luther was emphatic that the Bible is the Word of God and that it has come from
God even though God used human beings as his instruments in writing it down. He
declared in no uncertain terms that, “the Scriptures, although they too are written by men,
are neither of men nor from men but from God” (Works 35:153). Because Scripture came
from God, they are without error and invested with divine authority.
Because of its inspiration and authority, he went so far as to say that, “Nothing
but God’s work alone should be preached in Christendom” (Works 30:167). In 1544, he
wrote in response to those who suggested that there were errors in Scripture, saying
“Therefore it is true, absolutely and without exception, that everything is believed or
nothing is believed. The Holy Ghost does not suffer Himself to be separated or divided so
that He should teach and cause to be believed one doctrine rightly and another falsely”
(qtd. in Reu 55). Geisler adds that Luther believed, “to deny anything in the Bible is to
deny God Himself” (Systematic Theology 302). His conviction was that the Bible was the
authoritative and inerrant word of God.
Calvin was equally emphatic about the inspiration and inerrancy of the Scriptures
as Luther was. He held the conviction that, “the Bible has come down to us from the
mouth of God” (1.18.4). Because it was God’s very word, he declared that “we owe to
Scripture the same reverence which we owe to God” (qtd. in Urquhart 130). He had no
doubt about the truth of Scripture, and he believed that to doubt it, and assume possible
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error, was tantamount to doubting God’s truthfulness. He said “as for its certainty, so
long as your mind is at war with itself, the Word will be of doubtful and weak authority,
or rather of none. And it is not enough to believe that God is trustworthy [cf. Rom. 3:3],
who can neither deceive nor lie [cf. Titus 1:2], unless you hold to be beyond doubt that
whatever proceeds from him is sacred and inviolable truth.”
In a study of the views of the various branches of the church from the
Reformation to the early 20th century, Geisler asserts, “there is virtually unanimous
consent that the Bible is the divinely inspired, infallible, and inerrant word of God”
(Systematic Theology 313). This holds true throughout that period and across the various
church traditions within the broader worldwide church, including the Reformed churches,
the Church of England, the Wesleyan Methodists, the Anabaptists, the Baptists, the
Roman Catholics, and the Eastern Orthodox Church. Although Geisler makes such a
broad claim, it is apparent that they were not in fact unanimous in their views,
particularly to the notion of infallibility and inerrancy. Though all accepted that the Bible
is the word of God and even that it was divinely inspired, they differed in their
acceptance of the definition and extent of infallibility and inerrancy. Some did not even
address the issue in their confessions of the faith. The Church of England, which in its 39
articles affirms the inspiration, authority, necessity and sufficiency of the Bible, but is
agnostic on the issues of inerrancy and infallibility. It is appropriate to note that the terms
“infallibility” and “inerrancy” were not part of the vocabulary of the Church until recent
centuries.
Ulrich Zwingli (1484–1531), a contemporary of Calvin, declared his view one the
inspiration and authority of the Scriptures in the Sixty-Seven Articles (1523), saying:
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The articles and opinions below I, Ulrich Zwingli, confess to having preached in
the worthy city of Zurich as based upon the Scriptures which are called inspired
by God, and I offer to protect and conquer with the said articles, and where I have
not correctly understood said scriptures I shall allow myself to be taught better,
but only from said Scripture.
The basis of his preaching, he said, was the Scriptures because they were inspired by God
and bear the authority of God. This view is also why he was confident to state that if
there was an error in his understanding, he would be willing to stand corrected by the
Scriptures. Although he, and his understanding of the word, may be in error, Scripture
has no errors.
After the Synod of Dort (1618–19), the revised version The Belgic Confession
was adopted as the official doctrinal standard for the Reformed churches. It affirms in
Article 2 that God “makes himself more clearly and fully known to us by his holy and
divine Word, that is to say, as far as is necessary for us to know in this life, to his glory
and our salvation.” This statement demonstrates their conviction that the Bible is the
inspired Word of God and that it is sufficient for salvation. In Article 5, it is further
affirmed that they consider “these books, and these books only, as holy and canonical, for
the regulation, foundation and confirmation of our faith: believing, without any doubt, all
things contained in them, ... because the Holy Ghost witnesseth in our hearts that they are
from God.” The Bible possesses a unique authority by virtue of being from God and
being uniquely so (Lillback and Gaffin 124–27).
The Church of England, at the request of Queen Elizabeth, developed the ThirtyNine Articles of Religion as the main confession of the Anglican communion worldwide.

Perera 46
And this document served as a foundation to the Westminster Confession of Faith
(Lillback and Gaffin 216–22). This confession was adopted in 1647 and used throughout
the Anglo-Presbyterian churches into the twentieth century. This confession affirms the
inspiration, the necessity, the sufficiency, and the authority of the Bible. In Article 1, it
states that although general revelation was sufficient to leave men without excuse, it was
“not sufficient to give that knowledge of God, and of his will, which is necessary unto
salvation.” Therefore, it affirms that God, in many and diverse ways, acted to “reveal
himself and to declare that his will unto his Church”, and “to commit the same wholly
unto writing…; which maketh the holy scriptures to be most necessary.” Further, it
affirms that all that we need to know is sufficiently clear, saying:
All things in Scripture are not alike plain in themselves, nor alike clear unto
all: yet those things which are necessary to be known, believed, and observed for
salvation are so clearly propounded, and opened in some place of Scripture or
other, that not only the learned, but the unlearned, in a due use of the ordinary
means, may attain unto a sufficient understanding of them.
The authority of Scripture is affirmed by declaring that, “the supreme judge by which all
controversies of religion are to be determined… and in whose sentence we are to rest, can
be no other but the Holy Spirit speaking in the Scripture.”
The Wesleyan movement, which began in the 18th century, held to a very high
view of Scripture. Wilbur T. Dayton says of the Wesleyan movement that, “it might
come as a shock to many Wesleyans that anyone would waste ink on this subject. The
absolute authority and total reliability of the Bible was taken for granted in early
Wesleyanism as emphatically as motherhood has been assumed to be the principle for the
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survival of the human race!” (Hannah 223). John Wesley (1703–1791) referred to the
Scriptures as inspired on many occasions. He believed it was authoritative and that it was
sufficient for salvation. In fifth article of The Twenty-Five Articles of Religion, (“Articles
of Religion (Methodist)”), he set out his view of “the Sufficiency of the Holy Scriptures
for Salvation.” He wrote,
The Holy Scripture containeth all things necessary to salvation; so that
whatsoever is not read therein, nor may be proved thereby, is not to be required of
any man that it should be believed as an article of faith, or be thought requisite or
necessary to salvation. In the name of the Holy Scripture we do understand
those canonical books of the Old and New Testaments of whose authority was
never any doubt in the church.
It is pertinent to note that Wesley’s Twenty-Five Articles were, as Geisler tell us,
“a liberal and judicious abridgement of The Thirty-Nine Articles, with Calvinistic and
other features omitted” (Systematic Theology 307).
The Roman Catholic church has historically held to a very strong view of the
inspiration of the Scriptures. The Canons and Dogmatic Decrees of the Council of Trent
(1563) affirms the position on inspiration by stating “that this truth and discipline are
contained in the written books, and the unwritten traditions which, received by the
Apostles from the mouth of Christ himself, or from the Apostles themselves, the Holy
Ghost dictating, have come down even unto us.” The council “receives and venerates
with an equal affection of piety, and reverence, all the books both of the Old and of the
New Testament—seeing that one God is the author of both” (18). Regarding inerrancy,
the Council of Vatican 1, affirmed that the Scriptures “contain revelation without error
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because having been written by the inspiration of the Holy Spirit they have God as their
author” (qtd. in Geisler, Systematic Theology 310).
The Eastern Orthodox Church has held to the authority of Scripture as well. As
Geisler states, the Eastern Orthodox Church “putting aside differences about the role of
authority . . . has maintained a high view of the authority of Scripture, in line with both
Roman catholic and Protestant views” (Systematic Theology 312).
The 1600’s were the age of orthodoxy. During this period there was broad
consensus across the protestant church worldwide on what was accepted as sound
doctrine. But in the 1700’s, the Enlightenment and its emphasis on reason, individualism
,and skepticism began to pose a challenge to traditional religious beliefs, including the
long held and widely accepted view on the inspiration, reliability, and authority of the
Scriptures. Various philosophies that sprang from the mood of the Enlightenment. They
ran parallel to each other, having a common thread of esteeming human reason and what
it could achieve. Therefore, these philosophies underplayed the need, value, or the
involvement of the divine.
In the early 19th century, theological Liberalism challenged and denied the
common views on the inspiration, authority, and reliability of the Bible, and it attempted
to redefine these ideas. Geisler in his conclusion to the nineteenth chapter in his
Systematic Theology says:
Many forces converged to form liberalism and to mold its view of Scripture. The
diversity of the attacking views may disguise the underlying unity. True, there
were the inductivism of Bacon, the materialism of Hobbes, the rationalistic
pantheism of Spinoza, the skepticism of Hume, the agnosticism of Kant, the
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romanticism of Rousseau, the pietism of Schleiermacher, the deism of Paine, the
scientism of Comte and Mill, the evolutionism of Spencer and Darwin, or the
most recent philosophies of phenomenology, conventionalism and
deconstructionism. Unmistakably, however, is the commonality of a consistent
and persistent antisupernaturalism that attacks orthodox Christianity at its core.
If miracles do not occur, then the Bible is unreliable and historic
Christianity is not credible. On this unjustified premise modern liberalism is
based. (Systematic Theology 348)
Probably the most influential liberal theologian was the German professor
Friedrich Schleiermacher (1768–1834). Geisler writes that Schleiermacher had a very
radical impact on the issue of authority “because he argued that no external authority,
whether it be scripture, church, or historic creedal statement, takes precedence over the
immediate experience of believers.” This suggests that final authority lies with the
believer, and is not invested in the Scriptures. (Systematic Theology 336–37). Kingsbury
says, “Schleiermacher’s liberal theology took Germany by storm and gradually spread to
other nations and became the dominant force by the last decades of the 19th century, right
down to world war one.” Liberal theology continues to have an influence even after
World War I. It continues to thrive and influence the church worldwide and impact the
way people engage the Bible even to this day
Liberal theology does not entail an outright denial of the inspiration of Scripture
or the authority of Scripture. Paul Achtemeier says of Liberal theology, “there is no
intention, therefore, in such a view to deny either the inspiration or the authority of
Scripture. The aim is simply to conform the understanding of such inspiration and
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authority to the kind of literature the liberals are convinced the Bible represents” (33).
Liberal theologian, Harold DeWolf opens his chapter on “The Inspiration of the Bible” in
his book A Theology of the Living Church with these words: “The human fallibility of the
Bible does not preclude the possibility of its divine inspiration nor of its unmatched moral
and religious authority.” He then proceeds to assert that inspiration does not mean either
verbal inspiration or plenary inspiration, because such views are “refuted by the clear
evidence of self-contradiction, error and low moral teaching.” (75–76). In Chapter 8 of
the same book, DeWolf makes his case for the fallibility of the Bible and says, “to the
intelligent student who is more concerned with seeking out and declaring the truth than
with maintaining a dogma it must be apparent that the Bible is by no means infallible” (A
Theology 68) .
DeWolf argues that there are very many signs of fallibility in the Scriptures.
Pointing out what he calls internal contradictions, he says the (apparent) disagreement
between details in certain accounts in Scripture proves the fallibility of the writers and
thus the writing. For example, he points to conflict between Exodus 37:1 which tell us
“Bezalel made the ark of acacia wood…”, and Deuteronomy 10: 1–5 in which Moses
claims, in verse 1, that God instructed him to make the ark, and then in verse 3, that he
made it. He cites how 2 Samuel 24:1 suggests God directed David to take the census
while 1 Chronicles 21 says it was Satan who incited David. De Wolf says of this “it is not
strange that two earnest, deeply religious men writing about a single course of action, one
should interpret it as being the will of God and the other as exactly the opposite. But it
does show that the writers and the works were not infallible.” He points out other
examples of apparent contradictions in the gospels and in Acts and says “these uncertain
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details are of little moment unless one is interested in the truth or falsity of the doctrine
that the Bible is infallible. But in relation to that doctrine they are decisive for any mind
open to consideration of the evidence” (A Theology 69 –70).
Proponents of Liberal theology present other arguments to demonstrate the
fallibility of Scripture. They argue that the inclusion of details which are “contradictions
of known facts,” such as stories that give explanations of events that were like those of
ancient literature but have been disproven by science. One example is the story of how
Jacob caused the sheep to become spotted or streaked, as recorded in Genesis 30.
DeWolf argues that the very words of Jesus confirm that although he had a very
high regard for the Old Testament Scriptures, he was under no illusion as to its
infallibility, because “Jesus unhesitatingly and repeatedly sets Old Testament teaching at
naught” (ibid., 73)
Their argument is, as DeWolf explains in his book The Case for Theology in
Liberal Perspective, that:
The writings in the Bible are the writings of men, conditioned and limited by their
times and their individual peculiarities, though also rising frequently to great
heights of expression under the illumination of God’s self-disclosing presence.
The reader who would hear the true word of God in the reading of the Bible must
be prepared to discriminate between the word of God and the words of men. (48)
The final authority of determining what is and is not the word of God is the reader. Paul
Achtemeier summarizes the thoughts of DeWolf on the subject this way, “it is clear that
the reader of the Bible is to use his or her critical judgement in deciding what is
acceptable as the word of God and what is simply human words” (Achtemeier 32). This
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attitude was very much in line with the confidence in human reasoning and the sense of
omnicompetence ascribed to human reason that was integral to Enlightenment thinking.
This thinking, which declares the Bible as fallible, containing words of man about
God and not fully the word of God, undermines the reliability and authority of the
Scriptures. It places the reader in the place of judge. This conception leaves room for the
reader to pick and choose what he or she will accept as binding and what he or she may
reject as irrelevant. In this manner, one’s view of Scripture has serious implications for
the way he or she engages the Scriptures and the way he or she orders his or her life as a
follower of Jesus.
The liberal theologians have pointed out that this has indeed been the practice,
over the years, even among the proponents of the theology that held to the divine
inspiration, total reliability and absolute authority of the Scriptures. DeWolf argues this
point thus, in his introduction to his chapter on The Fallibility of the Bible, where he
claims that “many of the most devout students and defenders of the Bible’s authority
have nevertheless acknowledged that all within its pages was not invariably to be
accepted as divine truth.” He presents as evidence Luther’s reference to the Epistle of
James as “an epistle of straw” and John Wesley’s omission of certain Psalms from The
Sunday Service for American Methodists (1784) because he felt they were “highly
improper for the mouths of a Christian congregation.” DeWolf continues, proposing that
“others have been less candid but have nevertheless fastened their attention and loyalty
on some passages while ignoring or explaining away the contradictions of others” (A
Theology 68). While this may be a cynical observation being used to defend one’s own
position by suggesting that those of the opposing view secretly agreed, the observation—
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while rejecting the conclusion he draws—of selective loyalty to certain parts of Scripture
and disloyalty to others may be a practice we need to consider when investigating Bible
engagement attitudes and practices.
Karl Barth (1886–1968), who was educated in liberal theology, Geisler says, was
“aroused from his liberal beliefs in the perfectibility of man by a strong dose of reality
called the First World War.” Barth turned to the Bible, but instead of returning to an
orthodox view of Scripture, he fathered what is referred to as neo-orthodoxy. Geisler
explains the distinction between, orthodoxy, liberalism and new orthodoxy, writing,
“While orthodoxy proclaims that the Bible is the Word of God, and liberalism that at best
the Bible contains the Word of God, neo-orthodoxy insists that the Bible is a fallible
human witness to the Word of God (Christ) that it becomes the Word of God to us in an
existential encounter with the Christ it conveys. (Systematic Theology 372). Although
Karl Barth provided what some have called “an antidote to liberalism” through his
change in theology and his writings, and though he paved the way for theologians to take
the Bible seriously, he fell short of acknowledging the inspiration, and infallibility, of the
Bible.
Neo-orthodoxy does not completely restore confidence in the Bible as the word of
God, but neither does it deny the possibility that God is communicating to us through the
Bible. What they say is that “the Bible becomes the word of God to the individual when
he encounters Christ through it,” suggesting revelation is not objective, but subjective.
The recipient plays a role in the value of the communication.
The idea that the recipient plays a role in the value of the communication is a key
conception in postmodernism. Postmodernism is a school of thought that holds that there
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is no such thing as absolute truth. Therefore, truth is subjective and determined by the
one who holds to that truth. Approaching the Scripture with that mindset would mean that
the Bible is not acknowledged as containing truth and meaning, but that the truth is the
meaning that the reader draws from it. Such an approach undermines the authority and
the purpose of the Bible.
Throughout the ages there have been differing views on how to read the Bible,
what level of authority it has or how trustworthy the documents are. Even today there is
much debate about the nature of the Bible, whether it is descriptive or prescriptive, which
part is which, and the authority it possesses over the church and Christ-followers. This
has an impact on the way people engage the Bible and even whether they do.
How Scripture is Viewed within the Church in Sri Lanka
Among the eight churches studied in this project, only two made any mention
about their beliefs on their website or Facebook page. Only one of these made mention of
their view on Scripture. The church that did had included a link to the Baptist Confession
of Faith 1689 of which chapter 1 speaks about their belief about the Bible.
Upon further investigation, the researcher obtained from two churches excerpts
from denominational documents that made mention of their view of Scripture. A
carefully articulated, publicly available, position on the Scriptures or on other aspects of
the faith was not something that had received much priority within these churches.
However, in personal conversation, the leaders of these churches stressed that they accept
the Bible as the word of God and that their beliefs and preaching are based on the Bible.
One leader said that they do not even think it necessary to mention their belief about the
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Bible because it is the basis for everything they do and believe and, therefore, goes
without saying.
Contemporary Writing and Research on Bible Engagement
There has been a loud and renewed cry for Bible engagement over recent years.
Myriad books have been written calling the church, and believers, to return to the practice
of Bible reading. Numerous other books guide readers towards how to effectively engage
the Bible. Not everyone agrees on definitions or methods, but it seems the consensus is
that engaging with the word is meant to bring life transformation.
The Bible is more accessible today than at any time in human history. It is
available in more languages, in more formats, and through a wider variety of mediums
than ever before. And yet, although there is unprecedented access, Bible engagement
seems to be lacking.
The Centre for Bible Engagement (CBE), based in Lincoln, Nebraska, set out to
discover the reason behind this lack of Bible engagement. They conducted extensive
research, studying the spiritual lives of over 100,000 people in various countries, over a
period of 8 years. When they published their research findings in 2012, this was their
conclusion: “Consistent across all of these individual studies is the finding that engaging
the Bible four or more times a week is the strongest and most reliable predictor of
spiritual growth.” They go on to state that “Bible engagement impacts both the behavioral
aspects of spiritual growth (i.e. a life that looks more like Jesus’) and self-perception.”
Further, they were able to also conclude that “the relationship also holds when we control
for other spiritual practices such as church attendance and prayer.”

Perera 56
At about the same time that the CBE was conducting its research, the Willow
Creek Association (WCA) commissioned a study that was intended to find out which
activities and programs offered by the church were more helpful than others in promoting
the spiritual growth of their members. Hawkins and Parkinson write, “our initial interest
in conducting the survey was based on our long-held, overarching hypothesis that
increased participation in church activities—small groups, weekend worship services,
and volunteering—increases a person’s love of God and others. Said another way:
Church Activity = Spiritual Growth” (16). They discovered from their survey that
“increased participation in church activities by themselves barely moved our people to
love God and others more.” This discovery was the impetus for what became the
REVEAL Spiritual Life Survey, that has been conducted in over 1000 congregations
gathering responses from over 250,000 people.
Through this survey they concluded that, “Nothing has a greater impact on
spiritual growth than reflection on Scripture.” They go on to suggest that “if churches
could do only one thing to help people at all levels of spiritual maturity grow in their
relationship with Christ, their choice is clear. They would inspire, encourage, and equip
their people to read the Bible— specifically, to reflect on Scripture for meaning in their
lives.” However, what they discovered was that “the numbers say most churches are
missing the mark— because only one out of five congregants reflects on Scripture every
day” (Hawkins and Parkinson 19).
Independent of these two institutions above, Lifeway Research, conducted their
Transformational Discipleship Survey. Lifeway research embarked on this project in
2010 to survey believers about their spiritual lives and level of maturity. This research
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was done in three phases. First they conducted a qualitative survey of experts in the field,
followed by survey of one thousand protestant pastors within the United States of
America. Last, they surveyed four thousand protestants from within North America,
including approximately eleven hundred from Canada (Geiger et al. 12–14). They
discovered that among the eight attributes that consistently show up in the lives of
believers who are progressing in spiritual maturity the top factor was Bible Engagement
(Geiger et al. 59).
The consensus of these independent research efforts is that the most powerful
influence towards spiritual growth or life transformation of a believer is Bible
engagement. Reading the Bible with reflection changes lives and has a greater impact on
the spiritual maturity of the individual believer than any other factor, including church
attendance and involvement in related activities.
Some have found these conclusions surprising and counter intuitive (Hawkins and
Parkinson 19). However, the truth reflects what the Bible claims about itself. If Bible
engagement in Church’s reflected its important, believers may be in a different place in
terms of the state of Bible Engagement in the church worldwide and in Sri Lanka. The
reality is that even today, six years after these three surveys have conclusively verified
with data that Bible engagement is the most effective predictor of spiritual growth, the
church (institutional) continues to focus on and invest in other programs and activities
towards growing the church (institutional and individual).
Research Design Literature
In this project, the researcher utilized a mixed method research approach to find
out the state of Bible engagement among regular attenders of English language
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congregations in selected churches in Colombo, Sri Lanka and to identify factors that
either encourage or inhibit such Bible engagement.
This project used a survey that was distributed among the target group within the
8 churches we studied. Judith Bell suggests that a survey is a good tool “to obtain
answers to the same questions from a large number of individuals to enable the researcher
not only to describe but also to compare, to relate one characteristic to another and to
demonstrate that certain features exist in certain categories” (qtd. in Sensing, chap. 4).
The researcher utilized one on one interviews to speak face to face with leaders from
within the churches we surveyed. Sensing states that “face-to-face interviews increase
participation, your ability to clarify, and the probability of gathering additional
information” (Sensing, chap.4).
Summary of the Chapter
This chapter has examined the literature relevant for this project, drawing from
biblical, relevant historical and theological resources, and from recent research reports.
The review of biblical material focused on what the Bible says about itself, about
its nature and usefulness. 2 Timothy 3.16 is foundational to the understanding of the
value of the Bible and the imperative for engagement. The Scriptures taught, both
through description and prescription, that the Bible was to be engaged constantly, day
and night. This chapter identified the benefits of engaging the Bible and the negatives of
neglecting engagement with the Bible. It also considered the role and responsibility of
spiritual overseers towards providing opportunities and encouragement for Bible
engagement. The responsibility placed on the spiritual overseers, including parents, is
significant and serious. This is a matter to be given constant and intentional attention to.
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Those who have responsibility for leadership must equip themselves to handle the word
rightly and to take every opportunity to preach and teach the word. This teaching is not
simply to convey information but to effect transformation and produce biblical disciples.
The study of relevant historical and theological resources traced the views of the
various segments of the Church and how they regarded the Scriptures, in relation to the
source, inspiration, historical reliability, and level of authority the Scriptures held over
the believer and the Church. There was much agreement in earlier years. The divergence
of views, which arose after the Enlightenment, included some views which had negative
impact on the importance of Bible engagement.
This chapter explored the conclusions presented by the publication of research
findings of three extensive research projects that looked comprehensively into the area of
Bible engagement. The consensus was that Bible engagement indeed had a
transformative impact on the life of the reader. Bible engagement was in fact the most
significant predictor of spiritual growth among believers, far outweighing the impact of
other church activities intended to bring about spiritual growth.
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CHAPTER 3
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY FOR THE PROJECT
Overview of the Chapter
This chapter describes the research methodology adopted for this project. After a
brief introduction to the nature and purpose of the project, it presents the research
questions and explains how the selected research tools were utilized to find answers to
these questions. In addition, this chapter includes an explanation of the ministry context,
a description of the participants, and how they were selected, along with details about
how data was collected and analyzed.

Nature and Purpose of the Project
The purpose of this project was to explore the state of Bible engagement among
regular attenders of English language congregations in selected churches in Colombo, Sri
Lanka and to identify factors that either encourage or inhibit such Bible engagement.

Research Questions
To gather relevant information to point us to reliable conclusions about the topic,
the researcher utilized three research questions.
RQ #1. How and to what extent do regular church attenders engage the Bible?
The purpose of this question was to find out whether the participants of the survey
were engaging the Bible, how and how regularly they were doing so, and what impact it
had on them. Questions 6–17, 23, and 25 in the survey were designed to ascertain
answers relevant to this research question. Similarly, question 1 in the interview was
designed to provide information pertaining to this question.

Perera 61

RQ #2. How do churches foster Bible engagement?
This question helped discover whether and, if so, how churches foster Bible
engagement among their congregants. Questions 18–22 and 24–30 in the survey were
designed to gather insight into this question. Question 2 of the interview brought
information relevant to this research question.
RQ #3. What are other factors that encourage or discourage / inhibit Bible engagement
among regular church attenders?
Question 3 of the interview was designed specifically to discover answers to this
question. Likewise question 11 in the survey provided information to help us answer this
question.
Ministry Context(s)
Sri Lanka is a nation with three languages and adherents of 5 religions. Although
protestant Christianity has been in Sri Lanka for over 5 centuries, only 2% of our population
profess to be so. There has been numerical growth in the national church over the past few
decades, but most of this growth has been among Tamil-speaking and Sinhala-speaking
people mainly from rural areas and cities further afield from the main city of Colombo. The
English-speaking church in the city of Colombo has seen a different type of growth, with
new churches springing up and drawing large numbers. However, much of these numbers
are the result of transfers rather than conversion. Some of this transfer is because of people
being drawn to the latest preacher or the newest attractive teaching. The prosperity gospel is
drawing many followers as do other groups with unconventional teaching. Many believers
are unable to discern whether these teachers are biblically faithful or not. This is the context
within which this survey was conducted. Those living in the city and attending English

Perera 62
language services would be, comparatively—in relation to the Sinhala and Tamil speaking
congregants—from more affluent socio-economic backgrounds and be better educated.
They would also be more independent and less subservient in their dealings with others.
However, these traits are not usually reflected in relation to biblical thinking and confidence
in spiritual matters.
The researcher studied regular attenders of English language congregations from 8
different churches from various denominational backgrounds, most of which are located in
the Colombo 6 area of the city.
Participants
Criteria for Selection
The intention of this project was to study the state of Bible Engagement among
the regular attenders of selected English language congregations in Colombo, Sri Lanka.
Therefore, the researcher began the selection the participants with these demographic
restrictions. Then, the researcher I selected churches, one each from a range of
denominations, located in the Colombo 6 area and in close proximity to that area. Next,
the researcher invited of all adults who attend services, and particularly those who
attended on the day we conducted the survey to participate. From among their responses,
the researcher eliminated the responses of those who said they attended church less than
twice a month and the responses of those who had been attending that church for less
than six months. This distinction was made because the definition of being a regular
attender is to attend at least twice a month and for at least six months.
Similarly, selection of those to be interviewed from each church was made based
on the role they played within the church and the length of their involvement. The
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researcher sought to interview the senior pastor and 1–2 other senior, long-serving
leaders from within each church. Those who were interviewed fulfilled this criterion and
had the nomination or approval of the senior pastor of the respective church.
Description of Participants
All participants were 18 years of age or over and had been attending church for at
least 6 months as regular attenders. The survey participants reflected the diversity of the
congregations. They included males and females from both major ethnic backgrounds
(Sinhalese and Tamils) with varying levels of involvement in the church. The participants
had different levels of education and engaged in diverse vocations. Selection was not made
based on the length of time the participant had been a professed Christ follower, nor by their
level of maturity or expressed interest, or lack thereof, in growing spiritually.
Those who participated in the interviews were the pastors in charge of the respective
congregation and long-serving lay leaders from within each congregation. These individuals
were all males between the ages of 40 and 75.
Ethical Considerations
All participants were informed of the nature and the purpose of the study and were
given assurances of measures to be taken to ensure confidentiality through an informed
consent document. The survey participants were given the informed consent letter as the
cover page to the survey. Only the responses of those who indicated their consent were
taken as valid. Those who were interviewed also signed a letter of informed consent at the
start of the interview. Copies of the informed consent letters are attached as Appendix C and
Appendix D.
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In order to ensure confidentiality, the survey was filled in anonymously. Once the
forms were collected, they could not be connected to any particular individual. The
identities of those who participated in the interviews were known to the researcher, but no
names nor the designation or any other distinguishing characteristic of individual
participants, or their churches, are included in the report. If it was necessary to reference an
interview participant, he has been referred to using a pseudonym known only to the
researcher. Similarly, when reporting in relation to the churches, they have each been
referred to by a letter of the alphabet (e.g., Church A, Church B) assigned randomly and
known only to the researcher.
The raw data, including survey forms and the audio recordings and transcripts of
interviews will never be shared or disseminated. In the event secretarial assistance was used
for data entry or transcription of interviews, these individuals were required to sign a
confidentiality agreement.
Electronic data, including audio recordings of interviews, transcripts of the
interviews, and digitized survey responses, were stored on a password protected computer to
which only the researcher had the password. All hardcopy data, including the completed
survey forms, were kept in a locked cabinet in the home office of the researcher with the key
in the sole possession of the researcher. All electronic data will be completely deleted, and
all hard copy data will be shredded upon expiry of 6 months and prior to the expiry of 12
months since the conclusion of the research project.
The researcher shared significant results from his research at a colloquium with
Doctor of Ministry cohort colleagues and Asbury Theological Seminary faculty on Asbury’s
Kentucky campus. The research conclusions were also shared with the leaders of the
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churches that participated in the survey and interviews. The researcher also shared relevant
findings with church leaders within Sri Lanka, and with other discipleship-oriented
organizations. In all these instances, only the research findings were shared. The identity of
any of the participants was not disclosed. Likewise, no raw data, including survey
responses, audio files, interviews notes, etc., were shared.
Instrumentation
The instruments used in the research were a survey and interviews. Both
instruments were researcher designed.
The survey consisted of 30 questions, each designed to gather information
relevant to one, and sometimes two, of the research questions. (Appendix A)
The interview consisted of 4 questions, with questions 1–3 being directly related
to one of the three research questions and question 4 being an open question that gave
opportunity for the interviewees to share additional information they felt was relevant to
any of the three research questions. (Appendix B)
Pilot Test or Expert Review
The researcher had the input of two experts, Dr. Ruth Anne Reese and Dr. Ellen
Marmon, who advised him in relation to the shaping of the questions for both the survey
and the interviews. The researcher also received the assistance of some of his colleagues,
who participated in a pilot test when the survey was in its draft form and gave feedback
in relation to the duration of the survey and the clarity of the questions.
Reliability & Validity of Project Design
The use of two types of instruments, the Bible Engagement Survey and the Bible
Engagement Interview, to gather information to answer the three research questions was
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one way of ensuring the reliability of the findings. The survey was conducted among all
adults who regularly attend the selected churches, ensuring a more accurate picture than
if a limited number of individuals from within a church had been surveyed. Overall
58.4% of those invited to participate responded to the survey. The response rate per
church was between 18%–60%. As many as 47.3% of those invited returned valid
responses. The fact that the survey was conducted in 8 churches from different
denominations, ensured that any denominational bias was also minimized. This results in
a better chance at arriving at a more accurate understanding of subject. Likewise, the
interviews were conducted with senior leaders from within each church and across the
denominations.
When designing the instruments, the researcher ensured that each question was
directly linked to at least one of the RQs, thus guaranteeing that the tools aligned with the
purpose of the study. Expert reviewers also confirmed that these instruments were
designed in a manner that would gather the intended information.
The instruments that were used in this context could be used successfully in a
different setting, with similar categories of people, in order to gather information that
would answer the same questions about that group.

Data Collection
The researcher selected mixed method qualitative research and mobilized a
researcher-designed qualitative survey among those who attend the English language
congregations in the selected churches. The researcher designed semi-structured
qualitative interviews for senior leaders from each of the churches. These instruments
were appropriate for this project because it is a descriptive project.
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The researcher collected data within an 8-week period, from December 2018 to
February 2019. The researcher visited the selected congregations and presented the sixpage survey, which included 30 questions and could be completed within 10 minutes.
Helpers from within each congregation handed out copies of the paper surveys to
those in attendance at the service on the selected day. Those in attendance were requested
to complete the survey and return it immediately. However, those who wished to do so,
were permitted to take the survey home with the understanding that they would complete
and return it within the next 14 days. The respondents could mail the responses to the
researcher in a self-addressed envelope that was made available to them, or they could
return the completed survey to a designated person within their congregation.
Within that same period, the researcher conducted one on-one, taped interviews
with the Pastor and a long-standing lay leader, or in some instances with an associate
pastor, from within each of the selected congregations.
Data Analysis
The data collected through the 520 survey responses received was collated in
Microsoft Excel and analyzed. The responses to each multiple-choice question were
filtered by answer, and the number of occurrences of each answer was counted and
recorded in tables on separate sheets within the Excel file. The researcher further
analyzed these answers to identify correlation between answers to combinations of
questions. These results were tabulated and translated into charts and to assist in clarity of
communication of findings. The researcher assigned codes to each church, so that their
identity would not be revealed in the analysis or reporting.

Perera 68
Qualitative data was gathered through the semi-structured one on one interviews
conducted with 15 individuals. Notes were created during the interview and
supplemented and clarified by the audio recordings of the interviews. From these notes,
the researcher was able to identify themes that emerged in the responses to the various
questions posed. The researcher identified ideas that were distinct to individuals and
groups of individuals and those that were more commonly shared among those
interviewed. The researcher recorded these results, themes, and frequency of occurrence
in table form within a Microsoft Excel file.
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CHAPTER 4
EVIDENCE FOR THE PROJECT
Overview of the Chapter
The problem addressed through this project is the inadequacy of Bible
engagement among individuals within the church in Sri Lanka and factors that either
encourage or inhibit such Bible engagement.
The purpose of this project was to explore the state of Bible engagement among
regular attenders of English language congregations in selected churches in Colombo, Sri
Lanka and to identify factors within the local church that have a bearing on this.
This chapter describes the participants of the survey and outlines relevant
demographic information relating to the group, followed by a presentation of quantitative
and qualitative data gathered from the Bible Engagement Survey and the one on one
interviews with leaders of the selected congregations. Last, Chapter 4 presents the major
findings arrived at based on the data gathered.
Participants
The survey was distributed among those who attend the English-language
congregations of 8 selected churches located in Colombo, Sri Lanka, and 520 completed
responses were received. 51 (10%) of these respondents did not consent to participating
in the survey. From among the 469 who consented, 48 (9%) of the responses had to be
excluded because they did not fulfil, in one way or the other, the conditions for
participation of being over 18 years of age, being associated with their church for longer
than 6 months, and attending church twice or more times a month. In total, 421 surveys
were received from qualified and consenting participants. The demographic details of
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these participants, including details of relationship with the church, are represented in
Figure 4.1.

Figure 4.1: Demographics of Survey
Participants
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The researcher conducted interviews with fifteen individuals. There were two
leaders from seven of the churches surveyed and one from the eighth church. Their
demographic info is presented in Figure 4.2.

Figure 4.2: Demographics of Interviewees
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Research Question #1: Description of Evidence
How and to what extent do regular church attenders engage the Bible?
Evidence relevant to this research question was gathered through the answers
obtained for questions 6–17, 23 and 25 in the survey and question 1 in the interviews.
Questions 6 and 7 of the survey gave an indication of the access people had to the
Bible. 96% of the respondents (403 of 421 individuals) have their own copy of a physical
Bible. Only 4% (16 individuals) do not possess their own copy of a physical Bible. 71%
of the respondents (301 individuals) have access to an electronic version of the Bible.
69% have access to both, while 30% had access to one or the other. 1% of respondents (4

16
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individuals) did not have either their own physical Bible or access to an electronic
version of the Bible. See Figure 4.3 for a graphic representation of this information.

Figure 4.3: Access to the Bible
0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%
ACCESS TO PHYSICAL BIBLE
Yes

403

No
No response

16
2

ACCESS TO ELECTRONIC BIBLE
Yes

301

No
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109
11

ACCESS TO PHYSICAL & ELECTRONIC BIBLE
Both

290

One or the other
Neither

127
4

Questions 8 and 9 dealt with the frequency of reading the Bible on their own. 56%
of the respondents (236 of the 421) read their Bible daily. 15% (64 individuals) said that
they read the Bible 4–6 times a week. Another 40 respondents (10%) said they read 2–3
times a week. In summary, 81% of the respondents read the Bible on their own more than
once a week.
7% of the respondents (29 individuals) read the Bible on their own once a week,
and 9% of respondents (38 individuals) say they read less than once a week. Only 3% of
the respondents, or 13 individuals, said that they never read the Bible on their own.
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Figure 4.4 depicts the numbers and percentages relating to the frequency of Bible
reading among the total population.

Figure 4.4 : Frequency of Bible Reading
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In question 1 of the interviews, the leaders were asked to portray the level of
Bible engagement among those who regularly attend their congregations, and how
widespread, how regular, and how effective it is among those who engage.
Apart from one church that had conducted a survey some years back to find out
how many members regularly read the Bible personally, the leaders had no hard data on
which to base their answers. Therefore, the responses from the leaders were more
subjective, and their responses were guesstimates. Two of the estimates were very high.
Leaders of church D and church A guessed that the levels of regular Bible reading among
their regular attendees were 93% and 85% respectively. The leaders of churches E, F G
and H, had low estimates, guessing engagement levels as being between 30% and 45%.
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Leaders of church C estimated levels at 58%. Leaders of church B, also taking into
consideration data from their prior survey estimated 70% levels of engagement. Figure
4.5.1 represents the level of Bible engagement in the respective churches, as estimated by
the leaders.

Figure 4.5.1 : Levels of Bible Engagement.
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When the figures received in the survey were compared with the guesstimates of
the leaders, there was a significant difference with the figures for most churches. Figures
for church B were most similar, with there being only a 7% difference between the
leader’s guesstimates and survey results. Two of the churches (A and D), which had the
highest levels among leaders estimates, had over-estimated by a significant percentage
the level of Bible engagement among their regular attendees. In contrast, those who
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claimed in the survey to be “reading the Bible 4 times or more a week” were a higher
percentage than the leaders estimated in the other five churches.
Figure 4.5.2 depicts the comparative figures received in relation to Bible
engagement levels in the respective churches.

Figure 4.5.2 : Levels of Bible Engagement.
Leader guesstimates and Survey responses
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In relation to “the effectiveness of Bible engagement” in bringing transformation
into the lives of those who regularly read the Bible, leaders of five churches said that they
saw evidence of change among those who engage the Bible. The changes identified by
four of these churches included change in attitudes and change in interpersonal
relationships. The changes observed by the fifth church was by way of “increased desire
for involvement in ministry activities”
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One of the leaders noted that while there is significant transformation in life
among those who engage the Bible, it is more visible among those who are in the early
years of discipleship and less so among those who have been Christ followers for a
longer period.
Leaders from three churches did not observe life transformation among those who
were engaging the Bible. These are the same leaders who estimated the lower levels of
Bible engagement among their congregation. Some of these leaders noted that Bible
reading is done more as a habit and not with the intention of engaging with God nor
comprehending its message nor seeing life transformation brought about by the work of
God through the word. One leader suggested that there is no life transformation because
“there is reading of the Bible but no relationship with God.” Another leader mentioned
that some members of his congregation displayed “Christian character qualities” more so
because of their inherited “Christian culture” and not so much as a result of Bible
engagement.
Based on the responses given to questions 10, 12, 17 and 18, many of the
respondents think that reading the Bible has an impact on their lives. In responses to
questions 17, 261 of the respondents (62%) said that reading the Bible impacts their
thinking by a factor of between 7.5–10 on a scale from 1–10. 233 of the respondents
(55%) say that reading the Bible has a similar impact (between 7.5 –10 points on a scale
of 1–10) on their actions, according to their responses to question no 18.
Question 12 inquired as to what the participants expected as a result of reading the
Bible. 138 (17%) of the answers, given by 39% of those participants who provided an
answer, had to do with expectation of life change (using words like, grow, become,
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transform, change). 115 (14%) of the answers, given by 32% of those who provided
answers, had to do with knowing or learning about God and his will, and receiving
direction. In answer to question 10, however, 240 (29%) of the answers, given by 69% of
those who provided answers, indicated that their reason for reading the Bible had to do
with knowing and learning about God and his will and receiving direction. 36 (4%) of the
answers, given by 10% of those who gave answers, had to do with life transformation (
using words like becoming, growing). 43 (5%) of the answers, given by 12.5% of those
who answered, were in relation to hearing from and growing in relationship with God. 31
(9%) of those who gave an answer said that they were reading the Bible as a habit or as
part of their daily routine. 12 said they read the Bible in order to be able to teach others.
One individual said it was to fact check others, and another person said it was for “no
particular reason.” The survey results show that there is a variance between the
perceptions and practices of the survey respondents and the observations made by the
leaders.
Research Question #2: Description of Evidence
How do churches foster Bible engagement?
Questions 18–22 and 24–30 in the survey were used to discover how the church
members perceived whether and how their church encouraged Bible engagement among
them. Question 2 of the interview was designed to gather information on the intentions
and actions taken by the leadership in relation to fostering Bible engagement.
In their response to the interview question, leaders from five churches said that
they were intentional about fostering the practice of regular Bible reading among those
who attend their church. The leaders from the other three churches confessed the
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opposite. “We have not really thought about it” was the response of one of the senior
pastors. One leader said, “we firmly believe that scripture is the means to lasting
transformation, but we have been slack.” This church was very keen to participate in the
survey because they saw the need to improve in the area of Bible engagement.
62.5% of the churches mentioned corporate Bible study right away when talking
about fostering Bible engagement. They viewed corporate Bible study both as a means of
gauging the level of engagement and as a tool for fostering Bible engagement. However,
without exception, they noted that participation is limited and attendance is low at the
Bible study gatherings.
Four churches offer either annual reading plans or devotional guides to encourage
the members of their congregations to adopt the practice of daily Bible reading. One
other church noted that though they do not officially offer such resources, some lay
members of the congregation do, from time to time, take the initiative to share such
resources with their fellow members.
Four churches said they have sought to create a culture in their church where the
Bible has centrality. “We ensure the word is preached [from our pulpit, every Sunday],
upholding the infallible authoritative word,” one leader said, and “we encourage a
‘Berean attitude’ among our people.” Another mentioned “preaching word-based
sermons” as their effort to create a Bible centered culture. Another leader said, “the Bible
is central in every meeting [we conduct in the church].” One of the churches said they
encourage their members to share with each other what they have read and learned from
the word.
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Leaders of three churches mentioned that they specifically emphasize the need for
everyone to adopt the practice of daily reading of the Bible almost every week during
their Sunday services. 90% or more of the respondents from these three churches agreed
that their church gives regular encouragement to them to read the Bible regularly on their
own. However, respondents from the other churches also said they receive such
encouragement, but the percentages of those who said so are less, between 47%–72%.
There is no variation in reading levels that can be linked to this encouragement, because
the percentage of daily readers from one of the churches is equal to the average of those
who read daily from the total population, while the percentage from another church is
significantly lower and that of the other church is much higher.
One church stated that in addition to other measures to encourage Bible
engagement, they periodically conduct training on “what to do during your quiet time” as
a means of helping their members to be able to meaningfully engage the Bible”
The measures taken by respective churches to foster Bible engagement are
represented in the table included in Figure 4.6.1 included below.

Figure 4.6.1: Measures Taken by Respective
Churches to Foster Bible Engagement
A

B

C

D

E

Corporate Bible study groups

X

X

X

X

X

Devotional guides

X

X

Creating a culture where Bible is emphasized

X

Emphasizing need for daily Bible reading

X

Teaching how to “do” a quiet time

X

X

F

G

H

X

X

X

X

X

X

X
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The answers to question 18 of the survey revealed that 76% of the respondents
(319) have received encouragement to “regularly read the Bible on their own.” However,
only 214 of those who received encouragement, or 67%, said they received such
encouragement from within their church. In another question, 51% of the respondents
(214) say that they have received encouragement to regularly read the Bible on their own
from within the church. Question 26 inquired more directly whether they receive
encouragement from the church to read the Bible on their own. In response to this
question, 69% of the respondents (289) said yes. This is 18% higher (75 individuals
more) than was reflected in the answers to question 18.
Question 27 inquired about how often the church gives encouragement for regular
personal Bible reading. 55% of the respondents (231) said this was done almost every
week. Another 14% (58 respondents) said it is done either at least once a month. So, 69%
(289) of the respondents said that the church gives regular encouragement as part of the
Sunday service for personal Bible reading.
Question 19 asked whether the participants received teaching on, or an offer to be
taught, how to read the Bible on their own. 58% of respondents (243) said they received
teaching or an offer to be taught, and 62% (150) of these respondents (35% of the total
group of respondents) said that help came from within the church. Question 28 asked a
similar question, inquiring whether the church offered help, training or suggestions on
how they could read their Bible on their own. 57% of the respondents (241) said that the
church does offer such help. This is a significantly higher percentage than the 35% (150)
received in response to question 19. Only 61% of the respondents from church C which
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said they intentionally offer “how to have a quiet time” training acknowledged that they
have received help, or an offer for help, from within the church.
Question 20 of the survey asked the participants if they have someone “continuing
to help them regularly read the Bible on their own.” 26% of the respondents (110) said
that they do, and 81 of those respondents (73% or 19% of the total group) said they
receive it from within the church. This information is represented in Figure 4.6.2 below.

FIGURE 4.6.2: RECEIVE CONTINUOUS HELP TO
READ REGULARLY

No response
15%

Yes, from within
church
19%
Yes, from outside
church only
4%

No help
59%

Yes, no details
from where
3%

Question 21 inquired whether the participants have someone to hold them
accountable for the practice of regularly reading the Bible on their own. Only 26% (109)
of the respondents said they do, and 69 or 63% of those respondents (16% of the total
group) said this accountability is from within the church. This information is represented
in Figure 4.6.3 below.

Perera 82

FIGURE 4.6.3: RECEIVE ACCOUNTABILITY
HELP TO READ REGULARLY
No response
16%

Yes, from within
church
16%

Yes, from outside
church only
7%

No accountability
58%

Yes, no details
from where
3%

After corelating the frequency of Bible reading of the whole group (gathered from
question 9) to that of those who say they have someone who holds them accountable
(26% of the total population), the data demonstrates that accountability does not have a
positive impact on the frequency of reading. While 56% of the population reads the Bible
daily, among those who say they have someone to hold them accountable for Bible
reading (whether from within the church or outside) only 26% read the Bible daily.
Research Question #3: Description of Evidence
What are other factors that encourage or discourage or inhibit Bible engagement
among regular church attenders?
Question 3 of the interviews was designed specifically to discover answers to this
question, as was question number 11 of the survey.
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In discussing other factors that would encourage Bible engagement, the two most
frequently mentioned factors were: (1.) Biblical [text-based], relevant, and systematic
exposition (preaching) of the Scriptures, and (2.) seeing evidence or examples of lives
transformed through the Bible. The next most frequently mentioned factors were (3.) the
evidence of excitement or interest in the Bible expressed by pastors and others who
engage the Bible and (4.) the presence of a culture within the church where the word is
given centrality or priority. Another factor that was mentioned was (5.) the emphasis on
[growing in] personal relationship with God. Other factors that were thought to
encourage Bible engagement among regular churchgoers, which are generally outside the
scope of the local church activity, were (6.) the availability of resources like devotionals
and fresh translations of the Bible, and (7.) emphasis and encouragement given by parachurch ministries for developing the practice of personal Bible reading. There was also
mention of one more factor, namely (8.) events by other churches.
The (1.) lack of time, in these or other words, was the point that the leaders
mentioned most frequently when looking at factors that discourage or inhibit Bible
engagement among regular church goers. (2.) Distractions, that are a result of technology
(the telephone was mentioned frequently) and media, were also blamed for inhibiting
Bible engagement. These two factors were mentioned by leaders from seven of the eight
churches and could be identified as primarily the ‘fault’ of the church goer and not the
church. Other factors identified were (3.) the lack of interest among church goers which
was linked to a lack of genuine conversion and / or the lack of a personal relationship
with the Lord, (4.) misconceptions about the Bible as being “old” and irrelevant, boring
and difficult to understand, and (5.) the waning reading habit. Another frequently
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mentioned factor was that although there might be an interest among some to engage the
Bible, they do not do so because of (6.) not knowing how to read, understand, or to hear
from God through the Bible.
Another factor that inhibits genuine Bible engagement, as mentioned by 50% of
the churches, was identified as the (7.) seeking after “prophetic utterances” and
“miracles” and “the glamour” of messages from certain preachers and meetings, in place
of looking in the Bible. The reasons given thus far could be deemed to be the
responsibility of the people, but the leaders also mentioned areas for which the church is
responsible. (8.) The culture at church (and home), where there is a lack of emphasis on
the word, no mention or example of the value of or need for personal Bible reading, and
even instances where the church leadership discourages personally owning or reading the
Bible, was cited by leaders as another reason that inhibits Bible engagement among
regular church goers. One leader said that another reason for the lack of emphasis on the
word in [his] church is that “we include too many activities as part of the service without
giving center stage to the scriptures.” Another reason was (9.) the type of preaching
offered, which is often inspirational without a biblical base, that is not relevant to the
lives of the listeners, and that lacks (text based) expository preaching.
The reasons given by survey respondents for why they do not read the Bible were
many, but the most frequent answer agreed with the top answer given by the leaders as
well, namely (1.) the lack of time. Of the 31 respondent who gave reasons for not reading
the Bible, 23 individuals (74%) gave this as the reason. (2.) Distractions, like being
addicted to listening to music and being preoccupied with entertainment, were listed by 3
(9.6%) of the respondents. Six (19%) of the respondents cited (3.) laziness, and 4
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individuals (13%) said they were (4.) not interested or lacking in motivation. The other
reason cited by four (or 13%) of the respondents was that (5.) the Bible is difficult to
understand on their own. Three of the respondents (10%) cited (6.) backsliding and guilt
that kept them from engaging the Bible. Another reason was that they had found (7.)
alternate options to receive teaching, through listening to sermons on YouTube and
watching God TV. This was the reason given by 10% or three of the respondents. Three
of the reasons, cited by one respondent each, were (8.) dislike for reading, (9.) never
having been encouraged to do so, and (10.) the hypocrisy of those who read the Bible.
Summary of Major Findings
Several major findings became clear from the data analysis of both research tools.
They are listed below in a numbered list.
1) There is a disparity between Bible reading levels reported by churchgoers and
what the leaders of their churches believe about Bible reading levels among
their regular attendees.
2) Only a minority of church goers who participated in the survey perceive their
church is a source of ongoing help and accountability for reading the Bible,
though the leaders of most of (62.5%) the churches say they are intentional to
help their attendees to regularly read the Bible.
3) Being too busy and the presence of distractions were the two most commonly
cited reasons, by regular church attenders and church leaders alike, for the
inhibition of Bible engagement among regular churchgoers. Other frequently
mentioned inhibiting factors of which there was consensus between
churchgoers and leaders were misconceptions about the Bible’s value and

Perera 86
relevance and not knowing how to read and understand and apply the Bible on
their own.
4) The lack of relevant, well presented, and Bible-based preaching, the emphasis
instead on “inspirational preaching” which has no Biblical foundation, and the
culture of promoting, and seeking after, “prophetic utterances” that have no
reference to the Scriptures were stated by the leaders with near unanimous
consent to be one of the primary reasons for inhibiting Bible engagement
among regular churchgoers.

Perera 87
CHAPTER 5
LEARNING REPORT FOR THE PROJECT
Overview of the Chapter
The problem addressed in this project is the seeming inadequacy of Bible
engagement among individuals within the church in Sri Lanka. This project has examined
the factors that either encourage or inhibit such Bible engagement.
The purpose of this project was to explore the state of Bible engagement among
regular attenders of English language congregations in selected churches in Colombo, Sri
Lanka and to identify factors within the local church that either contribute toward or seek
to change this.
This chapter identifies four major findings from this research project and explains
how they correspond to personal observations, the literature review, and the biblical
framework for the project. This chapter includes suggested ministry implications based
on the findings. Further, also in this chapter are, comments about the limitations of the
research study, unexpected observations, and recommendations for further study.
Major Findings
First Finding
There is a disparity between Bible reading levels reported by churchgoers and
what the leaders of their churches believe about Bible reading levels among their regular
attendees.
The introduction to this study stated that it was the researcher’s belief that there
was an epidemic of biblical illiteracy in the church is Sri Lanka. This was reflected in the
researcher’s observation of few people reading the Bible. While recognizing that there
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were those who read the Bible, some of those who do, seem to read without proper
understanding. Many who do read may do so for the purpose of collecting information
rather than for spiritual transformation. Therefore, they read without attention to applying
the text to their lives. Although most of the leaders interviewed agreed with the idea that
many were not reading, the survey results suggested a very different reality. One leader
said that “the practice of Bible reading is going down. People are less familiar with the
Bible.” Another suggested that only “30%–40% of congregation exposes themselves
regularly to the word.” However, according to the survey as high as 71% of those
surveyed said that they read the Bible four or more times a week. 56% said they read
daily. This also means that as many as 44% of regular churchgoers do not read the Bible
daily, and nearly 30% of regular churchgoers read the Bible only three or less times a
week.
The figures (from congregants) were higher than most of the church leaders
expected. These figures were likewise significantly higher than the findings reported by
Hawkins and Parkinson. The REVEAL spiritual Life Survey which discovered that “only
one out of five (20%) congregants reflects on Scripture every day.” These two surveys
were carried out in two different countries, namely the United States of America and Sri
Lanka.
In the Biblical framework, the expectation for God’s people was that contact with
the word was to be day and night, that is constant. “Meditate on [the word of God] day
and night” was both a prescription for God’s people as in Joshua 1:8, as well as
descriptive of God’s people in Psalm 1:2. In Deuteronomy 17:19, the command for the
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king in relation to the law of the Lord was that “it is to be with him, and he is to read it all
the days of his life.” This passage suggests a constant interaction with the word.
Although more people than originally expected are reading the Bible with some
regularity, the church still needs to address and rectify the fact that many are not reading.
Moreover, even those who do read are not engaging with the word in the way the Bible
expects. A first step would be for the leaders of each church to find out an accurate
picture of the level and frequency of Bible reading among those they lead and whether
the reading shapes their maturity in Christ—their beliefs, attitudes, behavior, and service.
Second Finding
Only a minority of church goers who participated in the survey perceive their
church as being a source of ongoing help and accountability for reading the Bible, though
the leaders of most of (62.5%) the churches say they are intentional to help their
attendees to regularly read the Bible.
The preliminary hypothesis of the researcher for the epidemic of biblical illiteracy
in the church in Sri Lanka was that the church through its practices and priorities is
responsible for not only neglecting to encourage and promote Bible engagement but also
for discouraging and inhibiting it.
In the interviews with the leaders of the churches, some were very open in
admitting that they had neglected this responsibility of encouraging regular Bible reading
among regular churchgoers. One church leader admitted that they packed in so many
activities as part of their Sunday worship service that the word was never given the
centrality it deserved. Other leaders said that they had a desire and intention to encourage
regular Bible reading among those under their care, and they shared some of the
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measures that they were taking in hopes that it will encourage Bible reading. The most
common measure taken was the facilitating of corporate Bible study opportunities. Five
churches said they did this, but they also admitted that attendance was low. Two churches
said that they actively distributed devotional guides as a means of encouraging Bible
engagement, and leaders from three churches said that they “push the need for daily Bible
reading” through sermons and in personal conversation. One church has sessions for new
members where they demonstrate “how to do a quiet-time.”
In the survey responses, although some perceived their church as a source of
ongoing help and accountability in relation to regular Bible reading, numerically this was
a minority from among the total group of valid respondents. Only 19% of the whole
group said that they were receiving “ongoing help for reading the Bible” through
someone from within their church, and only 16% of the whole group said that they had
someone who continues to hold them accountable for Bible reading who is from within
their church.
The expressed intent and resultant activities initiated by the leaders of the
churches studied in this project demonstrates similar thinking to that of the Willow Creek
Association at the time of initiating the REVEAL survey. They said their long-held
overarching hypothesis was that increased participation in church activities led to
spiritual growth, believing in the formula “Church Activity = Spiritual Growth.” Their
research proved that this was in fact quite the opposite. They concluded that “increased
participation in church activities by themselves barely moved our people to love God and
others more” (Hawkins and Parkinson 16).
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The researcher observed that although well-meaning, the church leaders in the
study may have operated without the benefit of the insight gained by the Willow Creek
Study. In this study, it was determined that “if churches could do only one thing to help
people at all levels of spiritual maturity grow in their relationship with Christ, their
choice is clear. They would inspire, encourage, and equip their people to read the Bible—
specifically, to reflect on Scripture for meaning in their lives.” What the leaders (of the
churches that participated in the study) did was not effective in making their attendees
feel inspired, encouraged, and equipped to read the Bible.
In the Biblical framework for this study, the leaders encouraged the people to
engage with the word. In Deuteronomy, Moses was explicit about how the people were to
constantly engage with the word. He not only instructed them, but he spelled out the
benefits and warned them of the dangers. He did this to motivate them to be in the word
and not neglect it. The believers in the early church devoted themselves to the apostles
teaching. This love for the word did not grow in a vacuum. It was nurtured in an
environment where the leaders loved, preached, and taught the word with passion and
dedication. About Peter and the other apostles, Acts records that “Day after day, in the
temple courts and from house to house, they never stopped teaching” (Acts 5.42).
In light of this finding, leaders should reconsider their actions and activities
(intended to encourage Bible reading) and assess them for effectiveness in inspiring,
encouraging, and equipping people to read the word. Further, leaders must learn from
Scripture and from present-day examples of churches that have been successful in this
area. Leaders should allow those principles and priorities to shape their practices which
will be effective to inspire, motivate, and equip believers to read the Bible.
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Third Finding
Busyness and distractions were the most commonly cited reasons, by regular
church attenders and church leaders alike, for the inhibition of Bible engagement among
regular churchgoers. Other frequently mentioned inhibiting factors were misconceptions
about the Bible’s value and relevance, and not knowing how to read, understand, and
apply the Bible on their own.
Among the reasons given by survey respondents for not reading the Bible, 53%
had to do with being too busy (unable to make time) or being distracted by other things.
Leaders from seven of the eight churches that participated in the research also stated in
the interviews that one of the major reasons why regular church goers do not read the
Bible was being too busy with work and other priorities. Some of the responses from the
survey respondents suggested that it was not merely the unavailability of time but the
lack of inclination to make time for or to give time to reading the Bible. One of the
respondents said, “I try my best to read, but something comes up and I fail in reading.”
The responses also demonstrated an unwillingness to prioritize. One reason for this
unwillingness could be, as suggested by some of the leaders interviewed, that individuals
were not convinced of the value of investing time in this activity. These individuals were
not certain about the relevance or benefit of the Bible. Some leaders also suggested that
not knowing how to read and understand the word was another reason people did not
read. This reason accounted for 8% of the responses. Some leaders suggested that the
Bible was “difficult to understand” and “boring” to many of the regular church goers.
This is another reason why people are not reading the Bible regularly.
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The Centre for Bible Engagement (CBE) found similar results in their “Bible
Literacy & Spiritual Growth Survey.” Among those surveyed, 11.5% of the respondents
gave as their reason for not reading that “the Bible is difficult to understand”. 51% of the
reasons given was that the person was “too busy”
(https://bttbfiles.com/web/docs/cbe/cbe_survey_results.pdf).
In the biblical framework, the apostle Paul was emphatic that the Bible was useful
and enough to equip believers for godly living. The apostle Paul wrote in 2 Tim. 3.16–17
that “all Scripture is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in
righteousness, so that the servant of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good
work.” Scripture is enough; it does not need to be supplemented to equip believers to live
a godly life. But it is not “some” of Scripture but “all Scripture” that achieves this end.
Scripture transforms lives. This transformation happened when the disciples
devoted themselves to the Scriptures, as they read it daily (cf. Deut. 17.19), meditated on
it day and night (Josh. 1.8a, Ps. 1.2), and gage attention to it by rearranging their
priorities. They did this because they knew the value of the Scriptures. Understanding
came as they continuously interacted with the word. They saw the relevance as they
obeyed the word.
Considering this finding and the testimony of the Scriptures, leaders should teach
those under their care the purpose and value of the word. They should also emphasize the
priority that the Bible requires and deserves. These actions should be done not just
through instruction but also by demonstration coupled with teaching and demonstrating
how to read the Bible with understanding. As people observe and understand the purpose
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and value of the word and as they feel equipped to read with understanding, they will be
more likely to give it due priority and make time for it.
Fourth Finding
The lack of relevant, well presented, and Bible-based preaching, the emphasis
instead on “inspirational preaching” which has no Biblical foundation, and the culture of
promoting and seeking after “prophetic utterances” that have no reference to the
Scriptures was stated by the leaders with near unanimous consent to be one of the
primary reasons for inhibiting Bible engagement among regular churchgoers.
In the introduction, the researcher mentioned the trend among churchgoers who
were looking outside their own churches, and moving around from church to church, for
what they call “good teaching.” It was observed that, sadly “the criteria for determining if
the teaching is good seems to be based more on the presentation style and popularity of
the preacher, than the biblical faithfulness of the content. Many hearers are not able to
discern between what is biblical and what is not biblical.” Many of those who have
stepped forward to respond to the ‘demand’ for good preaching neglect the work of
biblical exegesis.
The leaders interviewed in this project had similar views and concerns. The most
commonly cited factor, when asked what they thought would encourage Bible
engagement, was the systematic, faithful, and relevant preaching of the word. 37% of the
answers given referred to preaching. These were answers given by leaders of six of the
eight churches. Correspondingly, leaders from five from of the churches cited preaching
as an inhibitor of Bible engagement. One leader said “the lack of expository preaching”
was to blame. Another leader said that “preaching that is inspirational without a Bible
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base” inhibits Bible engagement as does “preaching that is not relevant to the lives of the
listeners.” One leader said that the multiplicity of “meetings” where they receive a
message and “get their fill” is another factor that inhibits Bible engagement. A similar
statement from another leader was that “people go looking for prophetic utterances [at
these meetings] instead of looking in the Bible”.
In the survey responses, when asked their reasons for not reading the Bible, three
respondents said that they did not read the Bible because they listened to sermons on
television or the internet. These responses indicate that preaching may discourage, rather
than encourage, listeners to delve into the Bible on their own.
In the Biblical framework, Paul’s urged to Timothy regarding faithfulness in
preaching (2 Tim. 4.2) The correction, rebuke and encouragement included in this
preaching were to be from the word. Timothy was to do this in a context where “people
will not put up with sound doctrine. Instead, to suit their own desires, they will gather
around them a great number of teachers to say what their itching ears want to hear. They
will turn their ears away from the truth and turn aside to myths” (2 Tim. 4.3–4). The
Bible warns about the presence of preachers who are less than faithful to the word. Many
disciples will seek after these people who will inspire and entertain. However, the Bible
has charged us with the responsibility to be faithful, patient, and diligent in preaching the
word.
Considering this finding and the teaching of the Scriptures, leaders must develop
and strengthen the discipline of preaching that is faithful to the word, clear for
understanding, and relevant to the lives of the hearers. The church needs to develop
preachers who will be subject to the word and whose faithful preaching will point people

Perera 96
to the God of the word. Their preaching should help equip the hearers to obey everything
God has commanded. Leaders should also help people learn to discern what ‘good
preaching’ is.
Ministry Implications of the Findings
1.) Church leadership needs to pay more attention to the area of the regular
personal reading of the Bible by congregants. First, they need to develop an accurate
picture of the level and frequency of Bible reading among those they lead and whether
the reading shapes their maturity in Christ and their beliefs, attitudes, behavior and
service. Second, they need to help foster regular personal Bible engagement among the
congregants
For example, Back to the Bible, the ministry lead by the researcher, will commit
to encouraging individual churches to conduct a Bible engagement survey among their
congregants and will offer organizational resources to assist them. This organization will
work with these individual churches to help them understand the reality and challenges in
relation to Bible engagement among their congregants. Once the challenges are
identified, Back to the Bible will encourage and resource these churches to take necessary
action to put right areas of weakness and strengthen the positives.
In addition to offering the Bible engagement survey as a resource, the
organization (as a partner of the church) would also need to develop and offer a practical
and effective strategy to the churches for developing practices within their fellowship that
will foster regular personal Bible engagement among their congregants.
The impact of these steps would be that churches will be better equipped towards
fostering Bible engagement among their people and building biblically literate disciples.
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2.) The implication of the third finding is that Back to the Bible needs to develop
resources that will help the church address and resolve the issue of misconceptions and
misunderstandings about the purpose, value, and nature of the Bible that exist among
regular churchgoers. One such resource will equip believers to be able to read,
understand, and apply the word to their daily lives.
Back to the Bible we will invest time and resources to develop a training
curriculum and strategy that it can offer to the church to strengthen the understanding
among the believers of the need and value of the Bible and to dispel misunderstandings
and fears they may have in relation to reading the Bible personally.
This finding will also strengthen the organization’s commitment to be a vehicle
through which the church in Sri Lanka (individually and institutionally) is equipped in
the discipline of Inductive Bible Study.
The organization will commit to the training of others who will be equipped to
assist a wider network of churches and believers, ensuring that this curriculum of Bible
engagement is not centered on one specific organization. It must become a resource that
belongs to the wider church.
The more people that are equipped to study the word and to teach others to study
the word, the more effective the church will be in developing biblically mature disciples.
3.) The ministry implication of the fourth finding is that there is an urgent need to
strengthen the discipline of biblical preaching within the church in Sri Lanka. There is
also a need for helping believers understand what constitutes good preaching and how to
discern between what is good and bad.
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Back to the Bible will commit time and resources to promote the practice of
expository preaching through awareness building and demonstration and by making
practical and affordable training opportunities available for preachers and potential
preachers across the country and in their own language.
The organization will also commit to facilitation reflection and discussion about
preaching so that this would be an area which is better understood and more diligently
practiced within the church.
The impact of multiplying faithful preachers of the word would be that disciples
are taught the word and that churches are able to develop biblical disciples within the
church in Sri Lanka and for the Kingdom of God.
Limitations of the Study
This study was limited to English speaking congregations within a specific
geographical location in Colombo, Sri Lanka. The inclusion of churches from a cross
section of denominations minimized possible denomination-based bias. The Sinhala
speaking church and Tamil speaking church may have different levels of Bible
engagement. The researcher holds that most of the other findings would be true of the
wider church within Sri Lanka, irrespective of language and geographic location.
However, this survey should be used among the other language groups and in different
geographic areas to verify the validity of this view. The surveys and interviews developed
in this project could, after being translated into the relevant language(s), be used
effectively in these other contexts, making it possible to understand the level of Bible
engagement in other churches.
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The surveying of congregants and interviewing leaders helped confirm some
findings and sharpen some observations the researcher held before the project. One
weakness of the project was that the questions in the survey and in the interviews, in
some instances, did not elicit comparable responses. For example, in the survey, regular
reading was more clearly defined as weekly, so many times a week etc., but in the
interviews the term regular was not defined. Therefore, it was not certain that the leaders
had the same definition for “regular.”
Some churches returned a lower number of surveys. Although it may affect the
reliability of the conclusions in relation to that individual church (which are not relevant
for this study), it did not have a negative impact on the overall findings.
Unexpected Observations
I was surprised by the number of churchgoers who claimed that they read the
Bible daily; it was much higher than I had anticipated.
I was also surprised at the self-awareness among some of the leaders and their
willingness to be open and transparent about weaknesses in their congregations and in
their own ministry to their people. I was also surprised at the similarities between the
leaders of these diverse denominations.
Recommendations
First, in relation to the survey, respondents should not be given the opportunity to
take the survey home. Very few of those who took the surveys home returned them.
Rather than this provision, the survey should be made available online.
I would reword some of the questions in the survey, and may even change a few
questions, dropping a few that brought information that was not directly relevant to this
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research and replacing them with some that may bring more specific information.
Further, I would include some narrower, more specific questions in my interviews.
This research, with these changes I have recommended, could be used to study
other groups of churches with a different language base, different geographical locations,
or for specific denominations. I believe this is a tool that will be of great value to the
church.
Postscript
This has been a wonderful journey for me, though stressful at times. I have been
passionate about the subject. Although some areas of the project came easier and were
more enjoyable, some aspects of it were also demanding.
This project has been exciting for me for several reasons. It has confirmed some
of my “suspicions” and has informed and strengthened some of my beliefs. It has also
forced me to rethink some of my long-held ideas, learn new truths, and gain fresh
perspectives. It has also afforded me the opportunity to develop new skills, particularly in
relation to conducting research and analyzing data on order to arrive at a reliable,
informed conclusion.
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APPENDIX A
SURVEY QUESTIONS
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APPENDIX B
INTERVIEW QUESTIONS
1.

How would you portray the level of Bible engagement among those who regularly attend
your church, particularly those in your English language congregations?
In your estimation, how widespread is Bible engagement in your congregation? (In other
words, how many people do it)?
In your estimation, how regular and effective is it (among those who do)?

2. What is your church doing to foster Bible engagement in your congregation?
What are some of your practices in relation to fostering Bible engagement?

3. What other factors encourage Bible engagement among regular church attendees?
What other factors inhibit Bible engagement among regular church attendees?

4. Is there anything you want to share about lay people engaging the Bible that these
questions did not identify?
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APPENDIX C
STATEMENT OF INFORMED CONSENT - SURVEY
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APPENDIX D
STETEMENT OF INFORMED CONSENT - INTERVIEWS
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